The child as God's symbol and source of truth in selected poems of William Wordsworth, 1983 by Hawkins, Alfonso W. (Author) & Higgins, Elizabeth J. (Degree supervisor)
THE CHILD AS GOD'S SYMBOL AND SOURCE OF TRUTH 
IN SELECTED POEMS OF WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 
A THESIS 
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF ATLANTA UNIVERSITY 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR 
THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 
BY 
ALFONSO W. HAWKINS, JR. 
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 
ATLANTA, GEORGIA 
, 1983 JULY 
ABSTRACT 
ENGLISH 
B.A., University of Alabama, Hawkins, Alfonso W. 
Birmingham 1979 
The Child As God's Symbol and Source 
of Truth In selected Poems of William 
Wordsworth 
Advisor: Dr. Elizabeth J. Higgins 
Thesis dated: July, 1983 
The primary purpose of this study is to examine and 
analyze the idea that to William Wordsworth the child is 
God's symbol and source of truth in a selected group of his 
poems. Wordsworth believed that the child possessed a 
special glory and perception of life as a result of his 
recent separation from Heaven. In presenting this con¬ 
cept Wordsworth used his most powerful and effective 
means of communication — poetry. He once said that 
"Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings," 
a statement which both lends itself to and is a product 
of the Romantic tradition. Wordsworth observed in the 
honest, sincere actions of the child a love of self and 
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an appreciation for the gift of life. The following 
selected poems are examples of these observations. 
Chapter One sets forth in somewhat general terms 
Wordsworth's basic thoughts concerning the gradual loss 
of childhood perception as a result of age and experience. 
This concept is cleverly portrayed in the "Ode: Intima¬ 
tions of Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood," 
in which Wordsworth laments the gradual loss of the 'vision 
splendid' of his childhood, to be compensated by the 
"Philosophic Mind" of adulthood, granting him the privilege 
of attaining a balanced spiritual and religious faith. 
Chapter Two examines Wordsworth's conceptions re¬ 
garding a child's view of life through sense-perception, 
as contrasted to the adult's logical methods of reasoning. 
For example, in "We Are Seven," even though the little 
girl does not subscribe to learned theological convictions, 
she refuses to believe the logical reasoning of the adult 
who tries to impress upon her that her brother and sister 
are dead. The girl remains steadfast in her thought that 
they are spiritually united with her. 
Chapter Three discusses Wordsworth's description of 
the child as a living manifestation of God's love. Here 
Wordsworth depicts the child as one who creates and sustains 
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joy and hope within adults. This is evident in the poems 
"Her Eyes Are Wild," in which the mother gains a stronger 
sense of hope as a result of her child's love, and 
"Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old," in which 
the poet is delighted with his daughter Catherine's 
i nner j oy. 
Chapter Four is an examination of the child's inter¬ 
action with the natural world. In "There Was A Boy" the 
child communicates with nature by imitating the "mimic 
hootings" of owls. When the boy dies he has returned to 
his foreordained home — nature. Then, Wordsworth poetically 
paints the grandeur of God seen and felt by the boy in this 
natural environment. His loss in the material world is a 
gain in the heavenly sphere with God — the Creator of this 
natural environment. 
These poems will be supplemented by other Wordsworth 
poems to show his conviction that the child is a special 
being, a living manifestation of God, who finds joy within 
himself, supplies a unique joy to others, and in doing so 
reveals himself as a symbol of God's love and a source of 
God's truth. 
I DEDICATE THIS THESIS IN LOVING MEMORY OF MY FATHER 
MR. ALFONSO W. HAWKINS, SR. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This study concerns itself with twelve poems selected 
from William Wordsworth's enormous canon of poetry that 
closely identify the child's nature in relation to his 
natural environment. In his many poems about childhood, 
Wordsworth has seen the child as a special creation — a 
flower in its elegant moment of full bloom, revealing 
beauty and purity. The child possesses inherent features 
that make him a viable source for the study and, to a 
certain extent, for the pursuit of truth. 
While observing the child's relationship with his 
immediate and natural environment, Wordsworth in a sense 
took photographs and isolated them in an art form that 
will leave an immortal mark on the world. Thus, through 
poetry Wordsworth interpreted the meaning of those still 
"spots" of time during which he observed with a perceptive 
yet sympathetic eye — sympathetic because, as the new-born 
babe enters into a contaminated world, full of chaos and evil, 
the child will soon put on the clothes of mortality, ex¬ 
periencing and wearing, as time goes by, the world's evil 
and treacherous influences. Nevertheless, Wordsworth 
celebrates the child's genius. The child is looked upon 
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as a new spring day, never seen before and promising to 
the world a new birth of hope; this is the message the 
poet instills with every line of his thought, and this 
is the dream he sees in the child. The following poems: 
"My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold;" "Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood;" "It 
Is A Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free;" "Guilt and Sorrow;" 
"Lines Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, on 
Revisiting the Banks of the Wye During a Tour, July 13, 
1798;" "Anecdote For Fathers;" "We Are Seven;" "Her Eyes Are 
Wild;" "To H. C., Six Years Old;" "Characteristics of a Child 
Three Years Old;" "There Was A Boy;" and "Matthew," do in¬ 
deed communicate the belief, implied in these poems, that 
the child is God's symbol and source of truth, put on this 
earth to remind adults that we are God's creations and 
therefore must be apostles of truth. We must establish 
again, here on earth, a garden of love. The child is a 
living testament to the way man should relate to his 
environment. We must again become as children and per¬ 
ceive the world through child-like perceptions, thus see¬ 
ing clearly God's beauty and glory. These poems are those 
living testaments in which the child is seen in all his 
naive, but acute, perception of life. The child seen 
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here is truly thankful for the gift of life. He shows 
his gratitude by appreciating the beauty of nature and 
sharing his love with others. Nevertheless, the most 
remarkable feature alluded to in these poems is the fact 
that, seen through a child's eyes, love never dies. It 
is a unifying bond that never fragments. The child, as 
God's living manifestation of glory, is this love estab¬ 
lished here in the world to save humanity — that is, if 
adults will only open their eyes and really see and feel 
the child's cry to be loved. 
Selected from the Lyrical Ballads (1800) Volumes I 
and 11^ were the following: "Anecdote For Fathers"; "We 
Are Seven”; "Her Eyes Are Wild"; "Lines: Composed A Few 
Miles Above Tintern Abbey"; "There Was A Boy"; and 
"Matthew." Wordsworth depicted in these poems, more than 
in others contained in the volumes, a child's sense of 
reality, as compared to an adult's outlook on life. The 
child seen here is in love with humanity, and this love 
-*-john Mackay Shaw, ed. Childhood In Poetry, vol. IV 
(Detroit: Gale Research Company, 1967), p. 2740. (All 
subsequent volume-titles and their contents will be taken 
from this source.) 
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is shared with all who come in contact with the child. 
Wordsworth specifically said in the preface to this 
volume that "Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of 
powerful feelings"; therefore, in the Romantic tra¬ 
dition, Wordsworth felt the words in which he composed 
these lyrics of thought. Thus, the true poet may be 
able sincerely to capture the truth present in his 
heart in a literary art-form as a result of seeing a 
special light being projected through the thoughts and 
actions of a child. His quest for truth will then be 
found in the end result, poetry that communicates the 
real source of life itself — the divine light of 
truth — through the eyes and heart of a child. 
"Anecdote For Fathers" portrays the child as closer 
to nature than his counterpart, the adult. By virtue 
of the basic and simple fact that man judges nature by 
artificial means, the sophisticated, mature adult is 
far removed from the natural sequence of nature's way 
of life. The child, on the other hand, sees nature as 
a never-failing cycle that indicates time by the various 
seasons of the year. Nature doesn't need to be told at 
what time certain actions should take place. The sun¬ 
shine, birds, and green earth mentioned in this poem allow 
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one to reflect on nature's time-cycle and her beauty. Her 
music is heard in unison with the melodies of the birds' 
whistles, and the sunshine tells us that the day is at its 
peak, displaying God's smile on all creation. Surely the 
child realizes this in the way he perceives nature; while 
the adult looks to the ,rweather-cock'' as a guide to or 
indicator of wind-patterns and weather, the child relies on 
nature's natural indicators. Yet there is a deeper message 
emanating from this poem: the fact that there is a supreme 
being reigning over nature. God is in control of His 
creation, and the child perceives this. Science has 
created a weather-cock to predict weather-conditions, but 
the child is here in this poem to remind us that the truth 
is seen in nature because nature is the work of God. 
In "We Are Seven" Wordsworth juxtaposes a child's 
sense of reality with an adult's accustomed reasoning. 
The child is so far removed from the idea of death be¬ 
cause she is so busy enjoying life. The adult sees in 
the concept of death the non-existence of life in physical 
or material form. He bases his convictions regarding death 
on scientific and mathematical logic. This reasoning does 
not persuade the little girl to accept the concept of 
death as the end of life. Life to her lives forever in 
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eternity. The simple fact of being born into the world 
allows the living soul to live eternally. Nevertheless, 
theological convictions have no role to play in the por¬ 
trait of the child provided in this poem; this added 
dimension of the poem makes it all the more moving 
poetically and psychologically. Essentially, we sympa¬ 
thize with the child and her innocence. This contrast 
is superbly placed in a rural atmosphere where nature 
abounds; life is seen in its immediate environment. 
This setting also suggests that the child has a special 
closeness or bond with nature. Adults, having experienc¬ 
ed the artificial influences of the world, see reality 
only on the surface of things. The little woodland girl 
in this poem is that naive and pure portion of the adult's 
soul here to remind him, again, that life cannot be taken 
away from life. The little girl's brother and sister are 
a part of her, existent beings saturated with the glory and 
omnipotence of God. This child is a living testament to 
the fact that life is a part of nature's cycle — it never 
dies. Although the little girl in this poem does not 
indicate any indoctrination regarding the immortality 
of the soul, she is a living witness that life does not 
end at death's call, but exists anew in God's eternal love. 
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"Her Eyes Are Wild" depicts the child quite different¬ 
ly than in the poems mentioned above. The child here is 
a comforter in a chaotic environment. The little boy in 
this poem is a source of joy to his mother. The mother's 
love for her son gives her strength to endure the hard¬ 
ships of life. She need only look upon her child to be 
relieved of the pain that stirs within her. Thus, the child 
creates and sustains a sense of hope within his mother to 
confront courageously the challenges that life imposes. 
Wordsworth also shows the strength of love symbolized in 
the boy. The mother, in essence, receives the energy 
that is generated by her son's touch. Furthermore, 
Wordsworth in this poem reveals his conviction that the 
child is God's manifestation of love for the down-hearted 
and depressed. The child's laughter and smiles reflect 
God's ever-present existence with mankind. Man needs 
only to look upon Him and He will be there to uplift 
and erect a melancholy soul to the point where nothing 
in the world can cause one to stop living. Therefore, with 
her love for her son and the strength that this love gives 
her, the mother can endure hardships and face life with 
renewed strength, the strength that can only come from 
God, who lives within all humanity. 
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Oftentimes, when we look back into our past, we 
long for the happy moments once again to be with us, but 
to no avail; we cannot recreate the time and moment without 
acknowledging the changes that have taken place within us. 
"Lines Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" is a 
poem that laments this loss . This poem has been chosen 
because, in effect, it too sees childhood as a special 
moment. The child that was once in the mature adult 
is gone forever. On revisiting a familiar landscape 
on the Banks of the Wye, the poet regrets the loss of 
childhood perception, because the awesome wonder of the 
environment is not as it once was to him. He regrets that 
time has, in a sense, stolen a freshness from him. Time 
has caused him to look differently upon the natural land¬ 
scape, because life's experiences have infiltrated his 
senses; that is, as an adult, he is more aware of the 
world outside of the immediate area, and he associates 
what he presently sees with the outside world's in¬ 
fluences. A child experiences nature without reflecting 
upon the past; the present is the only reality. To 
regain a child's perceptive view of nature is to recover 
knowledge that was once all-pervasive and thus to possess 
a closer discovery of truth. 
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In "There Was A Boy" Wordsworth presents the child 
and nature as one. The boy depicted here shares with 
nature the pure joy and excitement of living. To the 
boy nature is a world full of sights and sounds. Merely 
to be a part of this vast world, which is for him reality, 
brings happiness to the boy. He doesn't need the arti¬ 
ficiality of material objects to satisfy him. The boy 
delights in nature's toys. This environment is filled 
with the mournful hootings of the owls, imitated cleverly 
by the boy by means of his carefully-positioned fingers. 
However, this is only a small part of nature's symphony 
which is in unison with the flow of life, a never-ending 
song of love. Nature is calling to all those who will 
listen, and the boy, listening intently to this sweet 
and heavenly sound, takes advantage of the opportunity to 
seize this rapturous moment, which will never happen again. 
Nevertheless, the boy's death, as described in this poem, 
is not a spiritual death. Essentially, the boy's death 
is but a reunion with nature. The child is now a part 
of nature's cycle of life. He shares with her a rebirth 
into a world that is waiting to be nurtured by the divine 
light of sunshine. Therefore, the child's life in this 
poem is complete because of his oneness with nature. 
Truly, the boy is nature's priest — a holy sage. 
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Similarly, as found in "Matthew" the child symbolizes 
nature's perfect creation. The poet is overjoyed by the 
fact that the lively spirit of nature is found in the 
growing boy. Life can be an exciting, novel experience 
if we will become as a little child absorbing, as was 
mentioned above, the sights and sounds of our environment. 
The death of Matthew is not presented here as a sad 
occasion, but as one to be celebrated. 
From Wordsworth's Poems, In Two Volumes (1807) the 
following were selected: "It Is A Beauteous Evening, 
Calm and Free"; "To H. C., Six Years Old"; "My Heart 
Leaps Up When I Behold"; and "Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood." These 
poems were selected because they reflected, more than 
others in this volume, a special presence found in the 
child. The poet takes special care to present the child 
as one who understands his place in the natural environment. 
Wordsworth continues to juxtapose the adult with the child 
in order that we may see those inner qualities he perceives 
in the child. Throughout these poems nature remains an 
important factor in shaping and developing the child's 
mind and attitude toward life. However, the poet continues 
to lament the loss of innocence and hopes that through 
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recollection he will regain what was lost and, to a 
certain extent, become that child again, refreshed with 
the early morning dew of life. 
"It Is A Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free" celebrates 
the beauty of nature. The poet feels secure in the peace¬ 
ful atmosphere of the setting because he feels God's 
omnipotent power in the atmosphere, controlling nature. 
That realization in itself gives the poet the ecstatic 
joy of knowing that everything is filled with life. 
Even more importantly, in this poem the poet includes 
his daughter, Caroline Vallon-Wordsworth, born to him 
and the Frenchwoman Annette Vallon; the little girl walks 
with him in this setting as one who has a special quality 
about her even when she is not aware of this attribute. 
Here the child is a part of the landscape, as was ob¬ 
served in the poems already mentioned. He takes great 
delight in being with the child, surrounded by such 
celestial bliss. In this poem evening seems to be a 
special moment when one is able to reflect, in the quiet 
darkness, on the splendor of the scenery. Thus Wordsworth 
in a sense brings the adult closer to nature. He gains 
more insight into life as a result of his new-found dis¬ 
covery of reality. The child depicted here is merely a 
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symbol of the glory he has found in his environment. The 
Heavenly Fatba: reveals to the adult a real world of truth 
and beauty found in the sunshine of the tranquil evening, the 
calm of the sea and the gentle warmth and vital spirit of the 
child. 
This spirit is also found in the poem "To H. C., Six 
Years Old." H. C., or Hartley Coleridge, was the oldest 
son of Wordsworth's close friend, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 
The author observes this active child at play and ponders 
the boy's future. Initially, the poet makes it known that 
the child's joy is not of this world, and that such happiness 
can only come from a living and immortal spirit embodied 
in the boy. H. C. here symbolizes God's message to humanity: 
that life should be celebrated in laughter and happiness. 
The poet sees the child as a vision of delight that sparks 
a flame within his heart, causing that inward fire to burn 
incessantly. Secondly, the poet thinks about H. C.'s 
future and the problems that life may have in store for 
him. As a result of the pains and heartaches that Hartley 
will certainly encounter, Wordsworth fears the loss of the 
boy's present happiness. Consequently, he photographs 
this moment in time, because the boy's play will end one 
day. Through the immortality of art, Wordsworth keeps 
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this moment alive in poetry, so that all mankind may learn 
the truth behind the mystery of time. 
Likewise, in "My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold" the 
poet regrets the loss of childhood vision as a result of 
age. He wants to retain his youthful vision of the rainbow. 
The rainbow symbolizes the excitement of the visionary world 
of nature. The color-spectrum offers to the mortal eye the 
radiance of unknown mysteries behind creation. The poet 
hopes that he will continue to be inspired by this color¬ 
ful and mysterious vision. Essentially, he is saying that 
life has very little meaning without the wonder and awe one 
must experience in viewing nature. Life abounds in the 
grace and symmetry of creation; therefore, we must always 
appreciate its beauty. To take this vision for granted 
and shun its meaning, Wordsworth suggests, would result 
in death; that is, in living without really experiencing 
life to the fullest. Because of the idea supplied by 
Wordsworth that the child possesses these visions and is 
still somewhat naive with respect to life's experiences he 
views the child as blessed with a special gift — the gift 
of insight. As mentioned earlier, the child teaches the 
man not only to view the surface of life, but to look 
within one's heart and find the essence of life. 
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The amazing "Ode: Intimations of Immortality From 
Recollections of Early Childhood" is considered to be one 
of William Wordsworth's greatest poems. The first four 
stanzas of this superbly artistic work were written about 
two years before the remaining stanzas. Stanzas one 
through four are in a sense a culmination of the theme 
of visionary loss perpetuated in the well-known poems I 
have briefly sketched. As in the others, the poet cele¬ 
brates the beauty of nature and laments his loss of the 
visionary insight of childhood. More than in any poem 
that has been mentioned, Wordsworth is here excited about the 
scenic surroundings of his immediate environment. The work of 
God is now viewed as an artistic creation that will never 
die. This beauty will live on in the hearts and minds of 
those who will look upon its form for generations to come. 
Wordsworth includes the Platonic doctrine of pre-existence 
to help explain the child's vision, gradually fading to a 
memory as he grows up. However, the poet rises up from 
his melancholy, because he is thankful for the gift of 
feeling; that is, the human heart will always allow him 
to feel the glory that has passed from his vision. The 
heart is able to transcend the transitional stages of 
growing into adulthood. This is also a direct result of 
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the "Philosophic Mind" alluded to in the last two stanzas. 
Although the vision splendid is lost with adulthood, the 
"Philosophic Mind" offers an "abundant recompense" for all 
that was lost, as the child passes into adult life and 
the suffering which must be a part of the development 
of the mature human spirit. 
I have selected the poem "Characteristics of a Child 
Three Years Old" from The Poetical Works of William 
Wordsworth (1832) because it portrays the divine light 
that emanates from the child's innocence. The poet's 
glory and joy come from his observation of his daughter 
Catherine. Although this theme has been presented in 
numerous poems I have mentioned here, the child approaches 
his understanding of the world through a heart that has 
not been corrupted by the influences of the world. 
Wordsworth can take a special delight in viewing his 
little daughter because from her he sees this light shining 
and touching the world around her. He has reproduced in 
the world a part of himself which he loves dearly. Also, 
it can be indicated that Wordsworth continues to juxtapose 
the child with nature. The excitement of the living 
flowers, in contrast to the motion of the little girl's 
playful movements within her environment, suggests that 
she, too, is one with the motions of nature — a living, 
breathing creature created by love. 
16 
Taken from the volume Poems, Chiefly of Early and 
Late Years (1842) is the poem "Guilt and Sorrow." The 
widow presented here reflects upon her childhood ex¬ 
periences and the happiness that surrounded these years 
with her family. Although equipped with only meager 
means, they struggled together and supported each other 
when times were difficult. The widow's fond memories 
of her father when he would urge upon her the importance 
of prayer and the reading of books were moments from her 
childhood that she will always treasure. As with the 
previous poems, this one shows the effectiveness of the 
child in bringing out the best in adults. The father's 
concern for his daughter's well-being gradually brought 
him closer to God. Nevertheless, the woman's childhood 
years of simplicity are gone forever. 
These ideas will be grouped into chapters containing 
poems that are similar in theme and content. Chapter I 
contains the following poems because they collectively 
deal with the dew-drop image of loss of vision: "My 
Heart Leaps Up When I Behold,r; "Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood"; "it 
Is A Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free"; "Guilt and Sorrow" 
and, finally, "Lines Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern 
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Abbey , on Revisiting the Banks of the Wye During a Tour, 
July 13, 17 98.'r Chapter II compares the child's naive 
and innocent perception of life to the adult's insistence 
on reasoning, as exemplified in the following poems: 
"Anecdote For Fathers" and "We Are Seven." Chapter III 
concerns itself with the power of a child's love, as seen 
in "Her Eyes Are Wild," "To H.C., Six Years Old", and 
"Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old". Lastly, 
Chapter IV will explore the child's death as a reunion 
with his heavenly home found in nature. This theme is 
presented, in "There Was A Boy" and "Matthew." Through 
these poems we will see clearly that to Wordsworth the 
child is indeed the incarnation of truth in an apparently 
tormented world. 
CHAPTER I 
THE DEW-DROP IMAGE OF THE VISION SPLENDID 
This chapter concerns itself with the gradual loss 
of childhood perception as we mature through age and ex¬ 
perience. The dew-drop image is significant here because 
it carefully conveys the premise that our vision "dries 
up" with time and that, as a result, our fresh, youthful 
vision of life's mysteries starts to fade with the light 
of day. The birth of a bright new day can easily be 
pictured, with the morning's fresh dew covering the land¬ 
scape. This moisture will soon evaporate into minute 
droplets of liquid, and disseminate into the air as time 
progresses. The sun acts as a sponge, soaking up the day's 
youth into the noon and evening of maturity. Therefore, 
as the day progresses its youthful freshness will be 
virtually lost forever, only to be recollected through 
memory. The birth of a new day and the fresh dew cover¬ 
ing its surface serve as an analogy to Wordsworth's view 
of the child's birth into an apparently chaotic and evil 
world. The child is subjected through time to the in¬ 
fluence of the world. He is born with an "unspotted" mind 
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and body created by God. As the child journeys through 
life, he will gradually lose his vision splendid and pro¬ 
ceed, through experience, to put on the clothes of 
mortality, never again possessing the glory and innocense 
of his once "heavenly" perception. In essence, Words¬ 
worth celebrates childhood through the following poems, 
and as he celebrates the energetic life of these children 
he is saying that if we could see life as do these little 
ones there would be less chaos and evil existing in the 
world. Therefore, I will proceed to show through Words¬ 
worth's work that one must acknowledge the fact that for 
him the child is God's symbol and source of truth. 
This energetic excitement is clearly conveyed in the 
poem entitled "My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold". The 
very title is filled with the electricity of life, genera¬ 
ted from Wordsworth's perception of a glorious vision. 
The vision is that of a rainbow displaying a multiplicity 
of colors against the landscape of the heavens. The very 
fact that the rainbow is such a mysterious phenomenon makes 
one eager to acknowledge its presence. The lines 
My heart leaps up when I behold 
A rainbow in the sky:-*- 
^Andrew Jackson George, ed., The Complete Poetical 
Works of William Wordsworth, Cambridge edition (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1932), p. 277, II. 1-2. (All 
subsequent poems quoted will be taken from this primary 
source and cited by page and line numbers.) 
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are filled with the poet's emotions pouring over this 
vision of depth and mystery. "Past, present, and future 
here meet in the double image of leaping heart and arching 
rainbow in the first two lines.The poet garners this 
mental picture through the infinity of poetry, so that 
mortal time cannot claim and change the author's immediate 
perception and feeling. 
As Jared Curtis observes, "the next three lines spell 
out the stages from child, to man, to old man in discursive 
fashion, but are punctuated by the plea for death should 
the living memory of the rainbow 'die.'"^ I shall later 
comment on this interpretation. But in the immediately 
following lines, Wordsworth prays that his childhood 
vision will stay with him through maturity and that the 
beauty of the rainbow may remain as beautiful as when he 
perceived it as a boy. 
So was it when my life began; 
So is it now I am a man; 
So be it when I shall grow old, 
Or let me die! (11. 3-6) 
Thus the poet claims a child-like response to rainbows and 
cherishes it as much as life itself. Therefore, it is 
^Jared R. Curtis, Wordsworth's Experiments With Tradi¬ 
tion: The Lyric Poems of 1802 (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press , 1971) , p. 56. 
3 Ibid. 
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apparent in the preceding thought that the more closely we 
are able to keep our youthful thoughts and feelings, the 
closer we are to God, but if these pure and innocent feel¬ 
ings or insights are lost, we remain far from God, who is 
the truth and the light seen in all things upon earth. 
At its simplest, the poem recommends that 
we remain child-like at heart, that our 
every perception be 'descended' from our 
childish perceptions, as their children. 
To be child-like apparently has something 
to do with being responsive to the natural 
scene, and nature apparently means the 
immediate and superficial attraction of a 
scene, but also, as we have learned to expect 
by now, the harmony and continuity of natural 
things in their relations with one another, 
storm followed by sunshine, rain by rainbow. 
Therefore, we as adults do possess this gift of insight, 
but Wordsworth asserts that it can fade into the clouded 
regions of our senses. The child is born with this fresh¬ 
ness, and to be child-like in viewing the world is to be 
God-like. Hence, this is evident in the following 
statement. 
The last three lines offer paradox and prayer 
much in the spirit of the New Testament and 
the Psalm. 'The Child is Father of the man' 
^David Ferry, The Limits of Mortality (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1959), p. 81. 
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sounds like a naturalized version of 
New Testament old-man-new-man wisdom. 
The last two lines strongly suggest the 
language and spirit of the reflective 
Psalms, like Psalms 90 in which the 
singer reiterates his sense of the 
daily threat of 'separatism' (We are soon 
cut off), and asks, 'So teach us to number 
our days, that we may apply our hearts un¬ 
to wisdom' (12): "0 satisfy us early with 
thy mercy; that we may rejoice and be glad 
all our days.' (14).5 
The poet maintains in the last three lines of this poem 
that : 
The Child is father of the Man; 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety. (11. 7-9) 
He prays that his childhood joy will remain with him through¬ 
out life. "These vague allusions serve a function similar to 
that metaphor and symbol by spreading the field of reference 
beyond the literal statement of the lines. The far-reaching 
implications of Wordsworth's 'psalm,' structured as it is 
upon the unbroken progress of 'rememberable life,' open 
the way to the deep concerns and darker notes of the two 
long poems of the period, 'Resolution and Independence'and 
the 'Immortality Ode,'"6 
5Curtis , Wordsworth Experiments With Tradition, P- 56 . 
6Ibid. 
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In addition to the above analysis, David Ferry has 
offered his opinion on the statement "The Child is Father of 
the Man." 
The famous line about the child being 
the father of the man expresses a feeling 
about childhood which is beautiful and 
impressive, but troubling, too. As it is 
better to be a father than a child — one 
is wiser in adulthood, more knowledgeable, 
less helpless -- then to grow up is to 
grow less wise, less knowledgeable, more help¬ 
less — as it is better to be a child than 
a man — one is more innocent in childhood, 
less distracted and corrupted by experience, 
closer to the sources of truth — then to 
grow up is to be corrupted further from 
the truth, less innocent.7 
Wordsworth suggested in his premise that the child possesses 
certain truths because of his "morning dew" freshness. As 
was mentioned earlier, as this dew melts into tiny droplets 
of water, seen in the advancing age of human beings, it 
dissolves into another time and place, preparing for a new 
birth of love in the world displaying the purity of God, 
the source of truth. 
Another important point I wish to make regarding the 
thoughts presented in this poem concerns the term "natural 
piety," because it is this natural piety which may be said 
to tie the poem into a cohesive whole. Wordsworth asks 
^Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 81. 
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the Lord to sustain him in faith and make him strong in 
retaining this childhood vision. He steadfastly says, 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural 
piety. (11. 8-9) 
The binding agent of the poem, the mode of 
its continuity, is 'natural piety' ....Words¬ 
worth's 'natural piety' is a phenomenologi¬ 
cal reality; Wordsworth's account of it is 
descriptive. He does not attempt to get at 
it by more than two modes; sensuous observa¬ 
tion, and memory of such observation. Words¬ 
worth's poem is concerned, not with a tradition 
of conceptualization, but with the flowing 
given of our sensuous experience. The given of 
the natural world joys us: traps us; finally, 
if we trust it, saves us.° 
In essence, nature is a captivating and beautiful being. In 
our childhood she nurtures us with the visual pleasures of 
her landscape and entertains us by allowing these visions 
to dance about our consciousness. Therefore, the child with¬ 
out restraint is free to enjoy the captivating and mysterious 
awe of nature's body of mysteries. The rainbow here is only 
a small part of these mysteries, to be admired like an artis¬ 
tic creation, displaying immortal gifts to a mortal world. 
^Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday & Company, 1961), p. 184. 
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"The beginning of the poem seems confident that the speaker 
is perfectly responsive to nature, successful in his natural 
piety; the end is a little less certain and sure of it- 
s elf....Natural piety is no easy thing....It is hard for a 
9 
human being to be like nature, and the poet knows it." 
Therefore, this poem implicitly is both a prayer and a 
lament, the poet praying for the Lord to sustain him with 
the divine vision he once had as a child and lamenting 
the possibility that his childhood joy, as a result of 
perceiving life, may diminish with age. However, "the 
Child is Father of the Man," and we must try to keep some 
vestiges of our childhood perception within our hearts, once 
again to behold with awe the excitement of life and to con¬ 
tinue to feel the electricity of life flowing from a miracu¬ 
lous vision such as that of a rainbow. "Wordsworth was 
thirty-one when he wrote those now almost too familiar 
lines. Apparently they summed up for him, then and later, 
the whole process of growing up."^ Nevertheless, these 
lines did summarize the acquisition of wisdom and its 
gradual loss with age, but they also echo the Biblical 
^Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 81. 
-*-^F. W. Bateson, Wordsworth: A Re—Interpretation (London 
Longmans, Green and Co., LTD, 1956), p. 41. 
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message: "And a little child shall lead them."!1 There¬ 
fore, the child or the importance of childhood vision is 
presented in this poem as a source of truth. 
The last three lines of rrMy Heart Leaps Up When I 
Behold" were used as an epigraph in 1815-*-^ as an intro¬ 
duction to one of Wordsworth's most monumental poetical 
achievements, the "Ode: Intimations of Immortality From 
Recollections of Early Childhood." This poem in a sense 
sums up Wordsworth's thoughts concerning the distinctive 
nature of the child. The child's genius and celestial 
vision are celebrated here using, as a foundation, the 
Platonic doctrine of pre-existence to explain this phenomenon. 
There are some instances in which Wordsworth laments the loss 
of his childhood insight; nevertheless, merely observing 
the children at play in the natural environment sparks his 
memory, and he once again can relive the past feeling, the 
joy and excitement of a child's perception of his environ¬ 
ment. Before exploring the body of this well-known work, 
I think that it is necessary briefly to shed light upon 
Wordsworth as a man observing the essential ingredients of 
nature and laying there a firm foundation for his philosophy 
of life. 
Ulsaiah, 11:6. 
W. Garrod, Wordsworth: Lectures and Essays (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1927), p. 113. 
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Wordsworth was a man of vision. He gave serious 
thought to the glory of childhood before composing this 
great work. "First, the poet looked upon the child as 
an individual worthy of profound attention and study; and 
secondly, it follows from this, that any manifestation of 
his individuality in mood or action was a fit subject for 
poetry. "-LJ Indeed, Wordsworth saw something "special" 
within the child. Children to him were the essence of man's 
sanctified nature, possessing the true ingredient with 
which a mortal can achieve immortality — insight. 
More than any other eminent English man 
of letters, Wordsworth is the poet of 
childhood. His poetry depicts the moods 
and activities of children more extensive¬ 
ly than verse prior to his. His heart was 
attuned to childhood in all its manifesta¬ 
tions. Yet he did not write for children.... 
Nevertheless, with affectionate and loving 
attention to detail he has noticed them from 
nursery days to school-time.14 
Poetry is the result of one's conscious and unconscious 
thoughts. These thoughts are derived from observation 
of and interaction with life itself. Therefore, the "Ode" 
13A-Charies Babenroth, English Childhood: Wordsworth's 
Treatment of Childhood in the Light of English Poetry (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1922), p. 48. 
14 Ibid., p. 299. 
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was a manifestation of these observations. "The extent 
and depth of his interest in the varying manifestations of 
childhood are reflected in his notice of children under 
many circumstances and moods from birth to death, in the 
home or near it, in the fields and beside streams, in 
school or on the way to and from it."15 Furthermore, it 
should also be noted that "in his thoughts the child is 
but one tiny manifestation of the vast forces of the uni¬ 
verse.”^ The child is the microcosm working its way 
through the macrocosmic universe. This tiny part of the 
world's machinery is a reflection of purity and beauty. 
Consequently, "with childhood Wordsworth associated all 
that is beautiful and ennobling in life. In childhood man 
17 
lives closest to nature," was Wordsworth's firm belief. 
Nevertheless, "whatever the source of his inspiration, it 
was inevitable in the development of the naturalistic con¬ 
ception of innate goodness that a poet should face the 
problem of finding the reason for the greater purity and 
happiness of children."18 
15jbid., p. 302. 
18jbid., p. 311. 
17jbid., p. 344. 
18jbid., p. 377. 
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Stanza I of the great "Ode" begins with the author's 
acknowledgement of his fading childhood vision. 
There was a time when meadow, grove, and 
stream, 
The earth, and every common sights 
To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, 
The glory and the freshness of a dream 
(p. 353, 11. 1-5) 
Nature was once perceived by the author, through his boy¬ 
hood vision, as a divine body, clothed with "celestial 
light," which,vividly displayed to him, was special. He 
once possessed this heavenly vision, which seems now to 
be only the vestige of a dream. 
It is not now as it hath been of yore;— 
Turn wheresoe'er I may, 
by night or day, 
The things which I have seen I now can 
see no more (11. 6-9) 
The poet carefully notes that with time changes have taken 
place within him. The purity and freshness with which he 
once looked upon nature are now gone, and he "can see no 
more." "What the speaker has lost, it is suggested, is 
something which is fleeting, shadowy, and strange, but 
something which possesses a quality of insight and 
wholeness — which no amount of other perception — least 
of all patient analysis — will duplicate. it is 'visionary' 
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19 that is, like a vision, a revelation.” Hence, we see 
here the first intimation that the poet discovers. "But 
the visionary gleam, the glory and the dream of childhood, 
which once rested upon nature but does so no more, is an 
intimation of the child’s nearness to God, who is our home, 
whose glory makes possible the celestial light in which every 
common sight is clothed."^ since God is the truth and 
this "celestial light" clothes the child, man must look to 
this being to find life's truths exhibited through the 
child's actions and energetic enthusiasm for life. 
The earth, which has had to be apparelled in the 
garment of light, is counter-balanced by the 
celestial bodies like the sun, moon, and stars 
of the next stanza. These are light-bearers 
capable of trailing clouds of glory them¬ 
selves , and they clothe the earth in light 
of various sorts.21 
Thus stanza I flows into stanza II, connecting the earth's 
glorious beauty with the fading vision of man. "The 
s econd stanza is very important in defining further the 
relation of the visionary gleam to the man and to the 
l^Cleanth Brooks, "Wordsworth and the Paradox of the 
Imagination," in Wordsworth: A Collection of Critical 
Essays, ed. M. H. Abrams (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1972), p. 172. 
20Thomas M. Raysor, "The Theme of Immortality and 
Natural Piety in Wordsworth's Immortality Ode," PMLA 69 
(September 1954): 863. 
■^Brooks, "Wordsworth and the Paradox of the Imagina¬ 
tion, " p. 172. 
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earth. Ostensibly, this second stanza simply goes on to 
define further the nature of the thing lost; it is not 
mere beauty; nature is still beautiful, but a special 
quality has been lost."22 The following lines display 
this beauty: 
The Ra inbow comes and goes, 
And lovely is the Rose, 
The Moon doth with delight 
Look round her when the heavens are bare, 
Waters on a starry night 
Are beautiful and fair; (11. 10-15) 
The poet celebrates the beauty of creation as he observes 
the rainbow, rose, moon, and "Waters on a starry night." He 
contrasts the earth's beauty to that of the universe's 
heavenly bodies. "The moon is treated as if she were the 
speaker himself in his childhood, seeing the visionary 
gleam as she looks round her with joy. The poet cannot 
see the gleam, but he implies that the moon can see it, and 
s uggests how she can: she sheds the gleam herself; she 
lights up and thus creates her world."23 Wordsworth is 
saying here that, as the child observes the cosmos around 
him, utilizing his intuition and analyzing the glory of 
22Ibid., p. 173. 
2 3Ibid. 
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the environment, he radiates the pristine light of the 
universe, reflecting this beauty when man looks upon him. 
"It is the child, looking round him with joy, who is at 
24 once both the source and the recipient of the vision." 
The speaker goes on to say: 
The sunshine is a glorious birth; 
But yet I know, where'er I go, 
That there hath past away a glory from the 
earth. (11. 16-18) 
Nothing could seem more whole-hearted than this 
praise of the natural world. But the last line 
does not say that the world of nature has, as 
such, become less beautiful to him than it ever 
was; it says, in the context of the whole poem, 
that its very beauty, its very presence, is the 
sign to him that a 'glory1 he had known once 
has passed away.2 ^ 
Because the child retains this 'glory' the preceding re¬ 
ference further implies that Wordsworth does indeed see a 
special attribute in the child. In fact, when the child 
observes his immediate universe to its depths he creates 
his own world. This world is a place of joy and everlasting 
happiness. He gradually leaves this place as time goes by, 
creating within him a sense of loss. However, as was 
24Ibid. 
25 Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 47. 
33 
suggested in the first line of this stanza, "the most 
important thing in the child's experience was the spon¬ 
taneous joy of seeing the rainbow; and the full sense of 
God which belongs to the man with his laborious dogma 
may not really have been there. The joy was enough, 
and it is enough now if the man has never lost the gift 
of joy."26 Nevertheless, throughout this poem Words¬ 
worth offers consolation to the fully matured human 
spirit for possessing the "philosophic mind," which in 
effect grants him the privilege of attaining a balanced 
spiritual and religious base. In contrast, the child 
perceives life intuitively, without adhering to a re¬ 
ligious foundation. Thus the mature adult can once 
again possess the "lost gift of joy" and the "soothing 
thoughts that spring out of human suffering." (11. 183-184) 
Stanza three is full of references to variegated 
sounds in nature. The beautiful melodies entertain the 
poet. His sadness, as a result of his lost "vision," 
turns once again to joy. While listening to the sooth¬ 
ing calm of nature's symphony the poet is enchanted in a 
musical paradise. 
26john crowe Ransom, "William Wordsworth: Notes 
Toward An Understanding of Poetry," The Kenyon Review 
12 (Winter, 1950): 516. 
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Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song, 
And while the young lambs bound 
As to the tabor's sound, 
To me alone there came a thought of grief: 
A timely utterance gave that thought relief, 
and I again am strong: (11. 19-24) 
"The poet has lamented the passing of a glory from the 
earth. But he can, he suggests, at least hear the mirth 
of the blessed creatures for whom the earth still wears 
that glory."27 Wordsworth cannot help feeling free as a 
child, expressing his certainty that the joy that was 
once generated from his boyhood can be felt again in the 
midst of this musical environment. 
The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep; 
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong; 
I hear the Echoes through the mountains throng, 
The Winds come to me from the fields of sleep, 
And all the earth is gay; (11. 25-29) 
In addition, Cleanth Brooks has also offered his opinion 
on this environment in this poem. "Stanza III is dominat¬ 
ed by sound: the birds' songs, the trumpets of the cataracts, 
echoes, the winds-presumably their sound — one can't 'see' 
them. Hearing these sounds the poet tries to enter into a 
gaiety of the season."2^ This point is further depicted in 
the following lines: 
2^Brooks, "Wordsworth and the Paradox of the Imagina¬ 
tion ," p. 177. 
2^Ibid. 
35 
Land and sea 
Give themselves up to jollity, 
And with the heart of May 
Doth every Beast keep holiday;—(11. 30-33) 
Here Wordsworth lets us know that the occasion is set in 
"the heart of May" in which the earth, our natural mother, 
celebrates the birth of a new freshness upon the earth. 
All nature is celebrating that birth, and Wordsworth 
warmly receives that radiance of pure joy and, caught up 
in the delights of his state, he salutes a child in view, 
a child who is the preeminent manifestation of that joy: 
Thou Child of Joy, 
Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy 
Shepherd-boy 1 (11. 34-35) 
However, it must be pointed out that 
the matter of importance for the development of 
the poem is, of course, that the child is father 
to the man, to the man Wordsworth, for example, 
as the birds, the lamb, and the moon are not. 
But it is also a point of first importance for 
the poem that the child, whatever he is to de¬ 
velop into later, possesses the harmony and 
apparent joy of all these blessed creatures.29 
We may assume that the author also seeks out the shepherd- 
boy because he realizes that the child is untouched by 
sadness; that is, he is not "soiled" by the "stains" 
of life. 
29 Ibid., p. 182 . 
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The poem seems to imply two different, 
and perhaps hostile, answers: because 
the child is from God and still is close 
to the source of supernatural light; and, 
because the child is still close to, and 
like, the harmonious aspects of nature, 
just as are the lamb or the bee or the dog. 
According to the first view, the child is 
an eye among the blind because his soul 
is filled with the divine; according to 
the second, because he is utterly natural.30 
To expand this thought a bit, we can go on to analyze the 
difference between being "divine" and "natural" in the 
context of these lines. Clearly, the shepherd-boy is one 
with nature, and at the same time he is a manifestation of 
the divine in the sense that his joy is a spontaneous birth 
with nature's joy. 
Obviously, the question of whether ^divine' 
and 'natural' can be reconciled in the child 
depends on the senses in which we apply them 
to the child ....Because he is close to the 
divine, is utterly natural — natural in the 
sense that he has the harmony of being, the 
innocence, and the joy which we associate 
with the harmonious forms of nature. 1 
The sound of nature found in the previous stanza are acknow¬ 
ledged in stanza IV by the poet, who continues to feel the 
excitement and exuberance life may generate. 
3®jbid. * p. 183 
31 Ibid. 
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Ye blessed Creatures, I have heard the call 
Ye to each other make; I see 
The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee; (11. 36-38) 
Here Wordsworth adroitly creates a kind of picture involving 
himself or an adult surrounded in this joyful mixture of 
sights and sounds. "The effect is that of a blind man try¬ 
ing to enter the joyful dawn world. He can hear the blessed 
creatures as they rejoice in the world, but he himself is 
shut out from it."^2 Therefore, like a blind man, he can 
only feel this overflow of light in a world of darkness. 
The child is born with sensitive insight, actually able to 
see and at the same time to feel this dawn world. Thus, 
the truth remains paradoxically found in this world de¬ 
picted by Wordsworth. In it, God allows the child's 
senses to vibrate with the sensitivity of His being seen 
and felt in all creation; hence, this spontaneity is the 
essence of life itself. The following lines 
My heart is at your festival, 
My head hath its coronal, 
The fulness of your bliss, I feel—I feel it 
All. (11. 39-41) 
show the tension felt by the poet, who tries to recall the 
yesterdays of his youth. "One sees a smile, but laughter 
32 Ibid., p. 177. 
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is vocal. The heavens are laughing with the children. 
The poet does in a sense enter into the scene; certainly 
he is trying very hard to enter into it. But the poet 
seems to be straining to work up a gaiety that isn't 
there. If his heart is at the children's festival, it 
is their festival, after all, not his. Therefore, 
the speaker can only wish that he could be like the 
child, who sees truth in nature and celebrates this dis¬ 
covery in joy and happiness. The child's heart is an open 
door whereby all things that are preceived as supremely 
good may enter and remain with him until he is reunited 
with his heavenly father. Unfortunately, as time goes by 
the spirit within the child's heart gradually fades away, 
causing the man to regret the passing of this "vision." 
This is why the child indeed symbolizes God's source of 
truth. Suddenly the poet sinks further into a depressed 
mood by revealing man's state: 
Oh evil day I if I were sullen 
While Earth herself is adorning, 
This sweet May-morning, 
And the Children are culling 
On every side, 
In a thousand valleys far and wide 
Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm, 
And the Babe leaps up on his Mother's arm:—(11. 42-49) 
33 Ibid. 
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However, there still remains a reassurance that all is not 
lost. The "sweet May-morning" alone suggests a reaffirmation 
of hope. Thus, possessing the "philosophic mind" introduced 
earlier, the poet can acknowledge the God-force which is the 
life-blood and sustaining power of this universe. These 
lines further express the author's observation of love — 
God's love — seen in all creation, and the child as an 
extention of that love. After absorbing these observations, 
Wordsworth's heart overflows with joy, mixed with regret in 
the following lines: 
I hear, I hear, with joy I hear! 
—But there's a Tree, of many, one, 
A single Field which I have looked upon, 
Both of them speak of something that is gone: 
The Pansy at my feet 
Doth the same tale repeat: 
Whither is fled the visionary gleam? 
Where is it now, the glory and the dream? (11. 50-57) 
"The 'visionary gleam' refers to the time in one's life when 
one feels a perfect union with the universe.As a child, 
the author was in "perfect union" with nature, and now he 
wants to regain that child-like perception and really to 
live again. As was mentioned earlier, the poet delights in 
the fact that he has fully matured and therefore he is able 
34 Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 44. 
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to live again, knowing that life for him now is complete; 
he must "grieve not, rather find strength in what remains 
behind." (11. 179-186) Wordsworth indeed has lost the 
"visionary gleam" of his youth, but he has gained a 
spiritual foundation as a result of age and experience that 
allows him to see beyond the surface of things. Further¬ 
more, one critic comments that "the 'visionary gleam' for 
whose loss Wordsworth is grieving is a shadowy reminiscence, 
a lingering vision of the eternal which allows the poet to 
see earthly things in their heavenly aspect. This vision 
does not fail; man fails it. As he grows away from the 
eternal world he becomes less able to see transitory things 
in the light of the eternal."35 
It should be noted here that "two years at least passed 
between the writing of the four first stanzas and the remain¬ 
ing part."36 Consequently, in the first four stanzas of the 
great "Ode" we see Wordsworth's personal revelations and 
interactions with nature, including a lament for his loss of 
3 5 Charles J. Smith, "The Contrarieties: Wordsworth's 
Dualistic Image," PMLA 69 (December, 1954): 1186. 
^6David Perkins, ed., English Romantic writers (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 279. 
41 
childhood vision, culminating in a reassurance of a 
collected wisdom that age brings as an "abundant re¬ 
compense" against that lost vision. 
The central section of the Ode, not 
personal at all but grandly impersonal 
meditates on the course of human life, 
simultaneously attempting an explana¬ 
tion for the felt loss of the opening 
stanzas and creating a new vehicle of the 
divine....Wordsworth's account of the 
growth of man, with attendant loss of the 
freshness of the world is set against the 
child, symbol of indwelling divinity.37 
Therefore, throughout the remaining stanzas, with particular 
emphasis on stanzas V-VIII, we see Wordsworth continuing to 
exalt the child — the child of wisdom — as a source of 
truth. 
Here at the heart of the poem, the child 
is at once the little child who all too 
soon will extinguish the divine spark 
under the freight of earthly things and 
the little child who will lead us into 
the kingdom. In his soul's immensity the 
child still possesses intuitive knowledge 
of truths that adults have lost sight of 
and must struggle to regain.38 
The opening of stanza V introduces Wordsworth as a 
philosopher, giving logical reasons for the child's special 
■^Florence G. Marsh, "Wordsworth's Ode: Obstinate 
Questionings," Studies in Romanticism 5 (Slimmer, 1966): 222. 
38 Ibid., p. 223. 
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vision. "Here, more than anywhere else in his works, he 
tries to reduce his scattered impressions and convictions 
into an orderly system."39 In the well-known note to 
Isabella Fenwick Wordsworth revealed the source which 
/ 
he perused in order to help him formulate thoughts regard¬ 
ing the pre-existence of the soul: 
Accordingly, a pre-existent state has 
entered into the popular creeds of many 
nations; and, among all persons acquainted 
with classic literature, is known as an 
ingredient in Platonic philosophy.... When 
I was impelled to write this poem on the 
'Immortality of the Soul', I took hold of 
the notion of pre-existence as having 
sufficient foundation in humanity for 
authorizing me to make for my purpose the 
best use of it I could as a Poet (W.W.). 40 
The prenatal theory of recollection proposed in the Platonic 
doctrine presents a kind of proof of pre-existence. Learning 
or the acquisition of knowledge through sensory perception, 
is actually a recollection of prior experience. When we are 
born into the world, our latent knowledge vanishes, but 
through our own natural senses we can acquire or learn about 
the natural world, thus "recollecting" prior knowledge. 
■^Margaret Drabble, Wordsworth (New York: Arco Publish 
ing Company, Inc., 1969), p. 125. 
4(-)Perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers, p. 280. 
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Therefore, "We must have lost this knowledge at birth, 
and the process which we call learning will be recollection... 
by sensible perception of things.This was presented by 
Plato as a second part of his proof of the pre-existence of 
the soul. One can clearly see in William Wordsworth the Theory 
of Recollection principle which he accepted. The following 
lines suggest a slight diminution of such knowledge at birth: 
Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 
The Soul that rises with us, our life's Star, 
Hath had elsewhere its setting, 
And cometh from afar: 
Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home: (11. 58-65) 
Wordsworth continues to celebrate the child as a special 
being. Because of the brevity of its separation from heaven, 
the child retains at birth the heavenly bliss of its pre-existent 
state. However, as these lines suggest, there is a forgetting 
of these holy gifts soon after birth. The poet goes on to ex¬ 
pand this idea in the following lines: 
Heaven lies about us in our infancy I 
Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy, 
But He beholds the light, and whence it flows, 
He sees it in his joy; (11. 66-70) 
We must keep our heavenly virtues of insight and saturate our 
lives in that overflowing joy which was given as a gift from 
S. Bluck, A Translation of Plato's Phaedo (London: 
Broadway House, 1955), p. 10. 
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God. Man must learn from the child's joy, that he may 
once again experience a heavenly insight into life. He 
must become like any child and see the truth reflected from 
the light of joy. 
The little child still has clear memories 
and visions of this other, heavenly place, 
but as he grows older they begin to fade. 
Earth does her best to make him forget this 
other place, and its glories, and the child 
himself tries (unwisely) to hurry on this 
process of forgetfulness — longing to be 
grown-up, playing at being a grown-up, and 
imitating adults in his games.^2 
But again we must stress the point that when the child, 
"longing to be grown-up," becomes the mature adult, al¬ 
though he relinquishes his childhood joy, he nevertheless 
finds security in knowing that his "philosophic mind" 
allows him to be a wise man of depth and insight. The 
following lines state that the child is born with the 
faculties which enable him to be "Nature's Priest." 
The Youth, who daily farther from the east 
Must travel, still is Nature's Priest, 
(11. 71-72) 
Thus, so long as the child is able to keep his purity of 
vision he will always be that living manifestation of truths 
that come from afar. 
42 Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 126. 
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And by the vision splendid 
Is on his way attended; 
At length the Man perceives it die away, 
And fade into the light of common day (11. 73-76) 
"Eventually he does grow up and forget, though he goes 
through a period when he still has rare glimpses of memory 
and vision, though unable to keep in constant contact with 
his sense of glory."43 
Stanza VI is a continuation and an expanded version 
of the preceding stanza. Here earth, as mentioned before, 
is seen as a mother who refuses the thought of letting her 
child go into the world: 
Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own; 
Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind, 
And, even with something of a Mother's mind, 
And no unworthy aim, 
The homely Nurse doth all she can 
To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man, 
Forget the glories he hath known, 
And that imperial palace whence he came. (11.77-84) 
"As long recognized, she represents the benignly mindless 
peasant-woman of pastoral romances who rears the foundling 
prince as best she can."^ The earth is also a living 
manifestation of God. she is filled with "pleasures of 
her own." Therefore, we see that kind of motherly affection 
which earth gives to one of her own. "The earth, for all 
^Ibid. 
440ari woodring, Wordsworth (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), p. 92. 
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her motherly affection, is only his foster-mother... 
because the child is of royal birth — 'that imperial 
palace whence he came.' 
Wordsworth in Stanza VII has focused his observa¬ 
tions on a small child of six years. 
Behold the Child among his new-born blisses, 
A six years' Darling of a pigmy size; (11,85-86) 
Wordsworth in these lines exalts the child's fresh nature 
as a result of his recent separation from heaven. The 
birth process is depicted by the poet as a passage-way 
through which the child enters into a new world, with 
the promise of health and vitality. In the subsequent 
lines, the joy that lies in the child is reflected in his 
mother and father: 
See, where 'mid work of his own hand he lies 
Fretted by sallies of his mother’s kisses, 
With light upon him from his father's eyes 1 
(11. 87-89) 
There to sustain the boy in "his new-born blisses" are 
his parents. His "mother's kisses" are manifestations of 
God's love. Her special touch is life-sustaining; it 
soothes and calms the child's cry. The child's father 
hovers over his son, protecting him from evil influences. 
His "father's eye" radiates beams of light shining down 
^Brooks, "Wordsworth and the Paradox of the Imagina¬ 
tion ," p. 180 . 
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on the boy, creating a blanket of warmth, safe-guarding 
his precious, unblemished body. Essentially, the mother's 
and father's love for their child are where truth is found. 
Next, Wordsworth reiterates that which was formulated 
in Stanza V — "the youth, who daily farther from the east 
must travel, still is Nature's Priest." (11. 71-72) 
See, at his feet, some little plan or chart, 
Some fragment from his dream of human life, 
Shaped by himself with newly-learned art; 
(11. 90-92) 
Therefore, Wordsworth depicts the child coming into the 
world possessing these truths or "new-born blisses" en¬ 
abling him actually to shape the course of his life. The 
child has the ability to mold his little world into 
the shape he wants to visualize. Unfortunately, this 
"little plan or chart" becomes caught up in the world's 
influences as the child grows and his journey is inevitably 
shaped by the circumstances that occur in his life. 
A wedding or a festival, 
A mourning or a funeral; 
And this hath now his heart, 
And unto this he frames his song; 
Then will he fit his tongue 
To dialogues of business, love, or strife; 
(11. 93-98) 
Soon the child will have to face the responsibility of life 
and his once-splendid vision will reflect the weight which 
life imposes. However, the poet goes on to say: 
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But it will not be long 
Ere this be thrown aside, 
And with new joy and pride 
The little Actor cons another part; (11. 99-102) 
The author has an optimistic vision that life is a series of 
changes and that these changes will allow him again to see 
the joy life has to offer. Finally, in the last few lines of 
this stanza the child perceives the glorious life found in 
mature individuals. 
Filling from time to time his "humorous stage" 
With all the Persons, down to palsied Age, 
That life brings with her in her equipage 
As if his whole vocation 
Were endless imitation. (11. 103-107) 
In Stanza VIII Wordsworth addresses the child as a figure 
of wisdom and knowledge who teaches man truth. 
Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie 
Thy soul's immensity; 
Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep 
Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind, 
That, deaf and silent, read'st the eternal deep, 
Haunted for ever be the eternal mind, -- (11. 108- 
113) 
Wordsworth here observes the internal virtues of the child. 
Even though he must be pigmy-sized, the child's gift of 
divine vision is much larger than his mortal body. Man 
should not be deceived by the child, "whose exterior sem¬ 
blance doth belie his Soul's immensity." (11. 108-109) 
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Nevertheless, as was mentioned before, the child, who for 
Wordsworth remains an "eye among the blind," relinquishes 
this gift of seeing as time goes by. In his wisdom, the 
child — "thou best Philosopher" — is exalted once again: 
Mighty Prophet I Seer blest; 
On whom those truths do rest, 
Which we are toiling all our lives to find, (11. 114-116) 
Therefore, if man would only learn from the child's teach¬ 
ings the result would be a better world. The passage below 
reminds us that life is not always gentle towards the child. 
Thou little child, yet glorious in the might 
Of heaven-born freedom on thy being's height, 
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 
The years to bring the inevitable yoke, 
Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 
(11. 121-125) 
The author is suggesting here that the child from the time 
he is born must do battle against the ways of the world. 
Again, the child (blindly) makes the mistake of struggling 
to grow up, earnestly trying to become an adult, not realizing 
that in doing so he is fighting against his own blessedness. 
Thus, the child brings with him into the world a glimmer of 
light set against the opaque environment of mortality. 
Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight, 
And custom lie upon thee with a weight, 
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life I (11. 126- 
128) 
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The world, according to the poet, plans her strategy 
to entrap the innocent voyager. She causes the being to 
get caught up in her machinery of custom, whose cycle is 
a repeated habit that never ceases, thereby causing him 
to take on responsibility that is as "heavy as frost, and 
deep almost as life." Even though life's heavy weight, 
again, exerts pressure on the adult, Wordsworth can 
remain calm because his "Philosophic Mind" balances 
that weight. He places this gift of age and experience 
above the child's vision splendid. The innocence and purity 
of the child develop into the wise and experienced adult 
possessing, as was mentioned before, an integral wisdom. 
Stanza IX is composed through singing "the song of 
thanks and praise" (1. 140). The poet celebrates life by 
putting together a rich assemblage of words that are 
authentically inspiring. The author begins Stanza IX by 
glorifying the vitalizing spirit that exists in all of 
God's creatures. 
O joy! that in our embers 
Is something that doth live, 
That nature yet remembers 
What was so fugitive! (11. 129-132) 
Here, Wordsworth acknowledges the fact that this evanescent, 
fleeting spirit used to be a part of him during childhood. 
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Note that there remains a spirit within the man, but it is 
now a mature, ripe spirit — not youthful. We also see, 
even more clearly, Wordsworth placing the mature philosophic 
insight of the adult above the innocent perception of the 
child. Believing that he has been blessed with the gift 
of insight, Wordsworth offers a prayer to the creator 
for having bestowed this gift upon him. He sings his 
"song of thanks and praise" in the following lines: 
The thought of our past years in me doth breed 
Perpetual benediction: not indeed 
For that which is most worthy to be blest; 
Delight and liberty, the simple creed 
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest, 
With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast: — 
Not for these I raise 
The song of thanks and praise; 
But for those obstinate questionings 
Of sense and outward things, 
Fallings from us, vanishings; 
Moving about in worlds not realised, 
High instincts before which our mortal Nature 
Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised: (11. 133-147) 
Moreover, Wordsworth used the questionings of the child about 
the world around him to prove that learning is really recollec¬ 
tion. This is further implied in the following lines: 
 those first affections, 
Those shadowy recollections, 
Which, be they what they may, 
Are yet the foundation-light of all our day, 
Are yet a master-light of all our seeing; (11. 148-152) 
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So the child, in effect, has the answer to nature's 
mysteries stored within. Through his search into the 
many niches of these mysteries, the child can bring 
together all the pieces of nature's secrets. As detailed 
in the following statement, we can see an illustration of 
this thought through careful questio ning by the child: 
Cebes reminds Socrates of his argument 
that learning is really recollection -- 
for instance, even if you have never 
studied geometry, you can by careful 
questionings be made to give a correct 
solution of a geometrical problem, and 
that would not be possible unless you al¬ 
ready possessed the essential knowledge 
having acquired it before birth: this 
too, Cebes, will imply the ante-natal 
existence of the soul.46 
We have here references again to the Platonic doctrine of 
pre-existence with which Stanza V concerned itself. Further¬ 
more it must be added that 
for man looking back in recollection 
this vision becomes an intimation of 
the divine origin of the soul and a 
promise that the end of life will be 
a return to that origin. Recollection 
is the act which recovers, by raising 
it into consciousness, the significance 
46 Bluck, A Translation of Plato's Phaedo, p. 62. 
53 
of the child's unconscious remembrance 
of how it once perceived the presence of 
the divine.47 
Thus, human life is a journey back to its divine origin. 
This is further implied below: 
Hence in a season of calm weather 
Through inland far we be, 
Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us hither, 
And see the Children sport upon the shore 
And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore. (11. 161- 
167) 
As Wordsworth observes the little children "sport upon the 
shore," the child in him is revived. He once again can 
travel back in time and feel the special joy he possessed 
as a child. 
Thus the child as a symbol tells us much 
about what is felt when man is united to 
the external universe. At such moments, 
no longer a wanderer or outcast, he is 
safely at home and conscious of a brooding 
love directed toward him. The contact is 
intimate, complete, and passive in that it 
is not achieved by an act of will. On the 
contrary, it is either directly bestowed by 
nature or else it is the product of responses 
over which he has no control.48 
^7Charles Sherry, Wordsworth's Poetry of the Imagination 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), p. 6. 
^David Perkins, The Quest for permanence (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 67. 
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Therefore, through recollection the man of experience be¬ 
comes the child of innocence — a child possessing inherited 
traits "from afar." "The intimation of immortality from 
recollections of early childhood in the poem is the sight 
of these children, for to be able to travel back to their 
shore is to intimate one's fusion with them."49 
Like Stanza III, the tenth stanza opens by exalting the 
sounds of nature and feeling at one with her melodious 
symphony. 
Then sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song! 
And let the young Lambs bound 
As to the tabor's sound! 
(11. 168-170) 
Since the child sees nature as an extention of himself, the 
poet welcomes her sounds, to imbue his senses with life. 
We in thought will join your throng, 
Ye that pipe and ye that play, 
Ye that through your hearts to-day 
Feel the gladness of the May! 
(11. 171-174) 
These lines support the previous observation that Wordsworth 
welcomes a new birth of serenity revealed to him in all the 
splendor and beauty nature has to offer. Nevertheless, he 
mourns the loss of childhood's intuitive perception: 
^Bloom, The Visionary Company, p. 188. 
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What though the radiance which was once so bright 
Be now for ever taken from my sight, 
Though nothing can bring back the hour 
Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower; 
(11. 175-178) 
The poet sees the glory shining forth from nature, but 
laments the loss of its effect on him. However, he takes 
an optimistic turn in the last lines of this stanza: 
We will grieve not, rather find 
Strength in what remains behind; 
In the primal sympathy 
Which having been must ever be; 
In the soothing thoughts that spring 
Out of human suffering; 
In the faith that looks through death, 
In years that bring the philosophic mind. (11. 179-186) 
The underlying message which Wordsworth had all along communi¬ 
cated through this poem here reaches its highest point. He 
celebrates the mature adult's "philosophic mind" for enabling 
him to survive life's hardships. As I have said before, the 
"philosophic mind" makes a full atonement for the lost 
intuitive perception of childhood, while at the same time 
the adult sustains himself by "soothing thoughts," knowing 
that he does indeed possess this gift of age. Wordsworth, 
possessing the "philosophic mind," has reached a certain 
level of spiritual and religious maturity not found in 
the child. "To him, moreover, the gleam is more precious 
than a mere visual phenomenon; it was the sensory product 
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of a primal sympathy which, whatever it may be, links the 
human soul to the external world, and is therefore the 
chief proof of the new-born child's divine origin."50 
Indeed, our sensory gifts are the electricity by which our 
spirit or soul connects with its creator. The child uses 
these miraculous organs in an unconscious manner to per¬ 
ceive the goodness life has to offer. Consequently, the 
child and nature are as one, possessing spontaneity and 
genuine truth in an artificial world. 
In a general sense we know what Words¬ 
worth is doing here: the childhood vision 
is only one aspect of the 'primal sympathy'; 
the vision has been lost — is, as the 
earlier stanzas show, inevitably lost — but 
the primal sympathy remains. It is the 
faculty by which we live. The continuity 
between child and man is actually unbroken.51 
Finally, in the last stanza Wordsworth absorbs himself in 
the whole of nature's manifestations of beauty. 
And 0, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves, 
Forebode not any severing of our loves I 
Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might; 
I only have relinguished one delight 
To live beneath your more habitual away. (11. 
187-191) 
50Robert L. Schneider, "The Failure of Solitude: Words¬ 
worth's Immortality Ode," Journal of English and Germanic 
Philology 54 (October, 1955): 630. 
^Brooks, "Wordsworth and the Paradox of the Imagination," 
p. 186. 
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These manifestations of beauty are nature's external 
virtues. They give pleasure to the mortal senses of man 
and teach the child their own immortal mysteries of truth. 
I love the Brooks which down their channels fret, 
Even more than when I tripped lightly as they; 
The innocent brightness of a new-born Day 
Is lovely yet; (11. 192-195) 
Even though the poet's senses are absorbed in earth's 
beauties, there remains a reminiscense of childhood. 
The Clouds that gather round the setting sun 
Do take a sober colouring from an eye 
That hath kept watch o'er man's mortality; 
Another race hath been, and other palms are won. 
(11. 196-199) 
"The clouds take their sober coloring from the eye. Even 
if we make 'eye' refer to the sun as the eye of day, we 
have but brought the basic metaphors into closer relation¬ 
ship. If the sun, the eye of heaven, after it has watched 
over mortality, is sobered, so is the eye of the man who 
has kept the same watch."52 In the following conclusive 
lines of the great "Ode" Wordsworth pours his heart out 
in a "song of thanks"to the creator for His gift of love, 
joy and happiness — the essence of life. 
Thanks to the human heart by which we live, 
Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears, 
To me the meanest flower that blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 
(11. 200-204) 
52Ibid., P- 175. 
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The immensity of this great piece of work William 
Wordsworth so adroitly crafted has indeed set its mark 
on the world. The "Ode": Intimations of Immortality From 
Recollections of Early Childhood" in a sense is a prayer 
of thanks, thanks to the little children from whom we can 
learn truths that "do often lie too deep for tears." 
(1. 204) In addition 
The Ode has for its subject the fall 
and redemption of man told as a personal 
odyssey. This odyssey is the soul's 
search for the way back to its home 
after its discovery of its separation 
from God. At the heart of the ode lies 
the mystery of how the One can become 
Many, how the soul awakens to find it¬ 
self separated from the God who sent it 
into the world.53 
The child is a part of the Universal Order of Things, placed 
in the cosmos with a special purpose to fulfill. That pur¬ 
pose is to symbolize to humanity the essence of truth seen 
in his interaction with nature. "Thanks to the human heart 
by which we live" (1. 200) we can again become as children 
and feel the presence of God through our visual perception 
of nature. We must remember that the "Ode" does indeed 
celebrate the divinity of the child's intuitive vision, 
but also that it celebrates even more man's "redemption" 
from this loss of vision. 
53sherry, Wordsworth's Poetry of the Imagination, p. 29. 
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"It Is A Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free" captures 
this redemption of loss which the poet praises. Here, 
Wordsworth focuses on the "aged" day and the beauty that 
it possesses in its hour of maturity. The dew-drop image 
in this poem is not lamented in a melancholy way. The 
child mentioned here keeps the moisture from drying up. 
Therefore, the author begins the poem by glorifying the 
celestial mood of evening. 
It is a beauteous evening, calm and free, 
The holy time is quiet as a Nun 
Breathless with adoration... (p. 285, 
11. 1-3) 
The poet is essentially saying that there is a special 
beauty in maturity. As the day closes and awaits the 
birth of a new day to burst forth from night's darkness, 
the beauty of the evening is seen in its peacefulness — 
"calm and free." The juxtaposition of man and nature is 
again used as an analogy showing life's truths. The 
evening is "calm and free" because mortality is absorbed 
in the day's life and the evening is now "free" to look 
forward to its new birth. Later in this work, we shall 
see that the mature man is "free" to look forward to his 
new birth in the child. However, in his observation of the 
evening, man sees her maturity as being a holy time 
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resembling the holiness of a nun — a dedicated virgin, 
close to God. Thus, we grasp here the idea that while 
the infant still possesses vestiges of divinity because 
of his brief separation from heaven, the mature adult 
also has a special nature like that of a child, because 
every day he is coming closer to his reunion with God — 
a love-reunion. The poet goes on to say that 
.... the broad sun 
Is sinking down in its tranquillity; 
The gentleness of heaven broods o'er the 
Sea: (11. 3-5) 
Wordsworth points out in these lines that the glorious and 
omnipotent presence of God is felt within him as he observes 
His works: the setting of the sun, the eye of the universe, 
and the miraculous calm of the sea. The sun's work has been 
done, and therefore it "sinks down in its tranquility.” 
Its eye has been burning throughout the afternoon hours 
and must regenerate its light to bring forth a new day. 
Thus, the energy by which life is powered never runs out; 
however, it must regenerate itself from time to time in 
order to keep the vision splendid. The child, on the 
other hand, has the energy that regenerates itself by 
allowing her senses to absorb the beauty of God seen in 
nature. Therefore, the heavy lethargy man experiences is 
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lightened by the sight and sounds of the child. If we 
use our senses we can be as delighted as the child in 
her reaction to nature. Wordsworth cautions: 
Listen I the mighty Being is awake, 
And doth with his eternal motion make 
A sound like thunder -- everlastingly. 
Dear Child! dear Girl! that walkest with me here, 
If thou appear untouched by solemn thought, 
Thy nature is not therefore less divine: 
Thou liest in Abraham's bosom all the year; 
And worshipp'st at the Temple's inner shrine, 
God being with thee when we know it not. 
(11. 6-14) 
Wordsworth is essentially saying here that since the child 
possesses such a divine nature she has the power to inspire 
and motivate. This is supported by the following analysis: 
Wordsworth in "It Is A Beauteous Even¬ 
ing, Calm and Free" has achieved through 
nature a moment of union with God, and he 
can communicate this fact by word appearance; 
Caroline, being still a child, permanently 
realizes union with God yet cannot communi¬ 
cate the fact to grown-ups in any way. 
This is what Wordsworth means when in the 
last line of the sonnet he says that God 
is with Caroline 'when we know it not. 
(Most Wordsworthian scholars agree that the girl referred 
to in this sonnet is his first-born child, his daughter 
Caroline — a product of his liaison with Annette Vallon 
years earlier in France.) 
54oougald B. Machen, "Wordsworth's 'Beauteous Evening,' 
Notes and Queries 6 (September, 1959): 319. 
62 
The dew-drop image of the vision splendid is even 
more vividly portrayed in the poems "Guilt and Sorrow" 
and "Tintern Abbey." The widow in "Guilt and Sorrow" 
enters into this poem when the wandering sailor discovers 
her in a place in which he has found shelter. 
When hearing a deep sigh, that seemed to come 
From one who mourned in sleep., he raised his head, 
And saw a woman in the naked room 
Outstretched, and turning on a restless bed: 
The moon a wan dead light around her shed. 
He waked her -- spake in tone that would not fail, 
(Stanza 19, p. 23, 11. 163-168) 
The sailor could sense that she was persistently restless. 
He hoped, to calm her mind; but ill he sped, 
For of that ruin she had heard a tale 
Which now with freezing thoughts did all her powers 
assail; (11. 169-171) 
Essentially, this house was her home when she was a girl. 
"The unfortunate woman begins the story of her life by 
recollections of her pious father, who taught her in ear¬ 
liest childhood to repeat her evening prayers. "55 Her 
story begins here: 
"By Derwent's side my father dwelt—a man 
Of virtuous life, by pious parents bred; 
And I believe that, soon as I began 
To lisp, he made me kneel beside my bed, 
And in his hearing there my prayers I said: 
(Stanza 23, 11. 199-203) 
55gabenroth, English Childhood, p. 309. 
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Obviously, she loved her father. He was the kind of 
father who ensured a spiritual life for his daughter, 
keeping her close to God in prayer. Now that she is an 
adult and has experienced life, the widow can appreciate 
even more her father's concern for her spiritual develop¬ 
ment. These are treasured memories, rich with warmth and 
endowed with love: 
And afterwards, by my good father taught, 
I read, and loved the books in which I read; 
For books in every neighbouring house I sought, 
And nothing to my mind a sweeter pleasure brought. 
(11. 204-207) 
She also remembers her father as a teacher who taught her 
that the world of books is an unlimited and delightful 
journey. Furthermore, she realizes that books were her 
tickets to every part of the world. The widow goes on to 
describe the little things that they did together that 
were very important in their lives. 
"A little croft we owned—a plot of corn, 
A garden stored with peas, and mint, and thyme, 
And flowers for posies, oft on Sunday morn 
Plucked while the church bells rang their earliest chime. 
(Stanza 24, 11. 208-211) 
Her childhood years of simplicity were very exciting on the farm 
on which her family lived and worked. We can obviously see 
that Wordsworth here is presenting a woman who really treasur¬ 
ed the small, simple moments of her childhood. 
64 
Can I forget our freaks at shearing time! 
My hen's rich nest through long grass scarce espied; 
The cowslip—gathering in June's dewy prime; 
The swans that with white chests upreared in pride 
Rushing and racing came to meet me at the waterside! 
(11. 212-216) 
In general, if we look back on our childhood years, we will 
find that the simple, everyday things done together were the 
most enjoyable. There were also fond memories of special 
times ; 
When market-morning came, the neat attire 
With which, though bent on haste, myself I decked; 
Our watchful house-dog, that would tease and tire 
The stranger till its barking-fit I checked; 
The red-breast, known for years, which at my 
casement pecked. (Stanza 25, 11. 221-225) 
The widow reminisces over both the good and the bad, periods 
during which she and her family struggled together for a 
better life. Inevitably, she was growing out of childhood, 
and the freshness with which she had looked upon life was 
diminishing with the family finances. 
"The suns of twenty summers danced along,-- 
Too little marked how fast they rolled away: 
But, through severe mischance and cruel wrong, 
My father's substance fell into decay: (11. 
226-229, Stanza 26) 
Therefore, her family had to move away from all that they 
had known and loved: 
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We toiled and struggled, hoping for a day 
When Fortune might put on a kinder look; 
But vain were wishes, efforts vain as they; 
He from his old hereditary nook 
Must part; the summons came;—our final 
leave we took. (11. 230-234) 
Ultimately, the woman could not bring back the sweet yester¬ 
days in which her family had enjoyed a happy life together. 
"It was indeed a miserable hour 
When, from the last hill-top, my sire surveyed, 
Peering above the trees, the steeple tower 
That on his marriage day sweet music made! 
(Stanza 27, 11. 235-238) 
Memories of their home were, in general, happy memories. 
The woman alluded to her parents' new life together when 
they were newlyweds in the house. Indeed, their homestead 
penetrated deep into the family's history, and leaving the 
place was poignantly painful. She further laments: 
Bidding me trust in God, he stood and prayed;-- 
I could not pray:—through tears that fell in showers 
Glimmered our dear-loved home, alas I no longer ours! 
(11. 239-243) 
Even though they had lost their home, the father prayed and 
trusted in God. Therefore, we see that the widow's father 
found strength in his faith. When the trials of life came 
he had desired his daughter always to remember his teachings 
that strength is found in love and God is that love. Never¬ 
theless, she "could not pray." 
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"Lines Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, Or 
Revisiting The Banks of The Wye During A Tour, July 13, 
1798" describes the loss of the vision splendid. Words¬ 
worth in a note directed to his sister Dorothy, five years 
younger than him, mentions that: 
No poem of mine was composed under circumstances 
more pleasant for me to remember than this. I 
began it upon leaving Tintern, after crossing 
the Wye, and concluded it just as I was enter¬ 
ing Bristol in the evening, after a ramble of 
4 or 5 days, with my sister. Not a line of it 
was altered, and not any part of it written 
down till I reached Bristol (W.W.).56 
Wordsworth begins the poem: 
Five years have past; five summers,with the length 
Of five long winters! and again I hear 
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs 
With a soft inland murmur.—(p. 91, 11. 1-4) 
Thus, he celebrates the fact that nature adheres to an un¬ 
ending life-cycle that never changes beyond predictable, 
natural seasonal changes. The poet has indeed changed, as 
the natural makeup of the human being must change with time. 
He goes on to say: 
. . . .Once again 
Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs, 
That on a wild secluded scene impress 
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect 
The landscape with the quiet of the sky. 
(11. 4-8) 
56perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers, p. 209. 
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Here, nature is as one with the natural order of the 
universe. 
Thus, in Wordsworth's philosophy, the human world by 
way of the world of nature was connected with the 
Divine world. And here is the landscape, all 
three worlds are visibly 'interfused' even as 
Wordsworth felt they should be. To others the 
heavens have declared the glory of God. To 
Wordsworth the landscape of the Wye declared the 
unity of the universe. (11. 22-24)57 
Therefore, as was mentioned earlier, a change has come over 
the author's perception of this landscape,- yet, this is not 
a destructive change. He remembers 
that serene and blessed mood, 
In which the affections gently lead us on,— (11.41-42) 
The child perceives the world from his heart — a heart that 
is sensitive and feels. Life is seen in all its intricacy 
through the heart of a child. 
Childhood, the age of simple sense perceptions; 
Youth, the age of simple ideas and emotion; 
Maturity, the age of complex emotion and ideas. 
According to this scheme, Wordsworth returns to 
a place he enjoyed more simply and directly 
five years ago; he reflects on the relation of 
these experiences of his childhood further north, 
in the lake district.58 
Childhood memories, in essence, are indeed very powerful. 
They bring back the joy that has been lost in time. 
^7james Benziger, "Tintern Abbey Revisited," PMLA 165 
(March 1950): 157. 
58woodring, Wordsworth, p. 60. 
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Until, the breath of this corporeal frame 
And even the motion of our human blood 
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul: 
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
We see into the life of things. (11 43-49) 
Thus, the child possessed these gifts of insight to "see 
into the life of things." Wordsworth seems recharged by 
the excitement of the landscape. The landscape is indeed 
a picture created to inspire and delight. The poet ab¬ 
sorbs this electrical energy emanating from the landscape. 
The following lines express this idea: 
How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee, 
0 sylvan Wye 1 thou wanderer thro ' the woods, 
How often has my spirit turned to thee! 
And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought 
With many recognitions dim and faint, 
And somewhat of a sad perplexity, 
The picture of the mind revives again: (11. 55-61) 
Obviously, Wordsworth emphasizes the power of memory. 
For a philosophy of life heavily de¬ 
pendent upon the faculty of memory or 
recall, the ideal objective correlative 
is surely the revisiting of a scene visited 
in the past. in sum, Wordsworth's journey 
along the Wye in 1798 supplied him with an 
image for his belief in the unity of past 
and present as well as for his belief in the 
unity of man and nature.^ 
59 Benziger, "Tintern Abbey Revisited,” p. 160. 
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Nevertheless, the unity of past and present, man and nature, 
is not achieved without a hind of metamorphosis stated in 
the following lines: 
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first 
I came among these hills; when like a roe 
I bounded o'er the mountains, by the sides 
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams, 
Wherever nature led: more like a man 
Flying from something that he dreads , than one 
Who sought the thing he loved. (11. 66-72) 
As a child, Wordsworth's playground was indeed the natural 
landscape of green hill, abounding in lakes and trees: 
For nature then 
(The courser pleasures of my boyish days, 
And their glad animal movements all gone by) 
To me was all in all.--I cannot paint 
What then I was. (11. 72-76) 
The vision splendid has evaporated like moisture, never to 
be reunited with its fresh birth. Wordsworth regrets this 
occurrence; yet, he remembers 
The sounding cataract 
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock, 
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood, 
Their colours and their forms, were then to me 
An appetite; a feeling and a love, 
That had no need of a remoter charm, 
By thought supplied, nor any interest 
Unborrowed from the eye. (11. 76-83) 
"These animistic joys of his youth are no longer possible 
for the Wordsworth of 1798, but the memory of them has 
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comforted him in maturity, and has also enabled him to 
achieve even more exalting experiences."60 NOW, facing 
this reality, the author admits 
That time is past, 
And all its aching joys are now no more, 
And all its dizzy raptures. (11. 83-85) 
Nevertheless, Wordsworth knows that the child within him is 
still living, and because of that fact he rejoices: 
Therefore am I still 
A lover of the meadows and the woods, 
And mountains; and of all that we behold 
From this green earth; of all the mighty world 
Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create, 
And what perceive; well pleased to recognise 
In nature and the language of the sense 
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, 
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 
Of all my moral being. (11. 102-11) 
"Past and present, the old self and the new, comprise but 
one totality. Perhaps we are never so vividly aware of 
this oneness and totality as when we are enabled sensuously 
to relive some past experience. The ordinary man will touch 
his own past when he hears again an old tune; but he touches 
it apparently to no purpose."61 so let the child in us 
roam about the country side and feel nature's joy. 
^Schneider, "The Failure of Solitude: Wordsworth’s 
Immortality Ode," p. 627. 
^Benziger, "Tintern Abbey Revisited," p. 159. 
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Therefore let the moon 
Shine on thee in thy solitary walk; 
And let the misty mountain-winds be free 
To blow against thee: and, in after years. 
When these wild exstasies shall be matured 
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind 
Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms, 
Thy memory be as a dwelling place 
For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh I then, 
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief 
Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts 
Of tender joy wilt thou remember me, 
And these my exhortations! (11. 134-146) 
We must experience this and really open our eyes to see the 
divineness in the child's nature. 
Therefore, this chapter sums up Wordsworth's thought 
that the child teaches the adult to be more sensitive to 
the environment around him. To achieve this, Wordsworth 
asserts* the adult must be like the child who allows the 
excitement of creation to dwell within and bring forth 
abundant joy to be shared with life around him. 
CHAPTER II 
TRUTH VERSUS REASONING 
This chapter will inspect the child's perception of 
life as contrasted to an adult's insistence on reasoning. 
However, the main focus here is on the child's sense of 
reality, achieved by sensory perception, as providing a 
viable means for discovering the truth of things found in 
the world. Although the adult's methods of reasoning 
are logical, the child's qualities of innocence and 
purity are a closer approach to truth. Man has the 
capacity to explain, or has developed scientific means 
of explaining, natural phenomena. He uses man-made ob¬ 
jects as indicators and sign-posts. The previous chapter 
concluded that in Wordsworth's opinion as we grow older 
our vision splendid fades; the world's influence absorbs 
the fresh morning dew of childhood perception, and there¬ 
fore the world is seen through "educated" eyes, far 
removed from that natural, intuitive visual perception 
which the child possesses. This chapter recognizes 
Wordsworth's opinion that the child has no basis or 
foundation to support his conclusions about truth; however, 
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his foundation is built on sensory perception, through 
which he feels with his heart, thus giving him ample means 
necessary to formulate his conclusions. The child relies 
on that inner force to guide him in perceiving the truth 
behind the mysteries of the world. As man questions the 
child's reasoning behind life's phenomena, he will soon 
realize that the child retains vestiges of purity because 
of his brief separation from heaven. Consequently, man 
will conclude that owing to the child's perception of 
realities he is indeed God's symbol and source of truth. 
The poems "Anecdote For Fathers" and "We Are Seven" will 
show that in Wordsworth's opinion the child's vision is 
a vision of truth found in God's living creations. 
"Anecdote For Fathers" exhibits the wisdom children 
possess in their philosophy of life. In a note preceding 
the poem Wordsworth writes his thoughts about this work: 
"But it would seem that the poem is a more complex moral 
lesson, contrasting, among other things, the spontaneous 
and unthinking motions of the child's mind with the adult 
insistence on reasons.Wordsworth begins: 
I have a boy of five years old; 
His face is fair and fresh to see; 
His limbs are cast in beauty's mould 
And dearly he loves me. (p. 74, 11. 1-4) 
1David Perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 194. 
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Here, Wordsworth creates a rustic setting of which he 
and the child are a part. He describes in detail the 
child’s physical features, which are very important and 
play a major role in shaping the subsequent thoughts 
of this poem. At the playful, innocent age of five, 
the boy ideally represents the theme of child as teacher. 
The child's physical features are described as being 
"fair and fresh to see." Therefore, the boy is unspotted 
by the world and retains his heavenly form in "beauty’s 
mould." The child's companion in this scene is Words¬ 
worth. "It is true that Wordsworth's somewhat rigid 
nature could not unbend sufficiently to make him the 
care-free companion of children — in the 'Anecdote For 
Fathers' he appears awkward and external — but he 
nevertheless reveals a consistent deep interest in them, 
and certainly never fails to notice them."2 Wordsworth 
is indeed external in this setting with his little com¬ 
panion. His description of the boy and their interaction 
with nature are narrated by the poet as if the poem were a 
story in book form. The author goes on to say: 
^A. Charles Babenroth, English Childhood: Wordsworth's 
Treatment of Childhood in the Light of English Poetry (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1922), p. 302. 
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One morn we strolled on our dry walk, 
Our quiet home all full in view, 
And held such intermitted talk 
As we are wont to do. 
My thoughts on former pleasures ran; 
I thought of Kilve's delightful shore, 
Our pleasant home when spring began, 
A long, long year before. (11 5-12) 
In the preceding lines Wordsworth establishes a simple 
scene in which he is walking down a rural road, talking 
with his young friend, and simultaneously enjoying recollec¬ 
tions of his past. This scene is further adorned with 
nature's ornaments, which are pointed out by the poet 
in the following lines: 
A day it was when I could hear 
Some fond regrets to entertain; 
With so much happiness to spare, 
I could not feel a pain. 
The green earth echoed to the feet 
Of lambs that bounded through the glade, 
From shade to sunshine, and as fleet 
From sunshine back to shade. (11_ 13-20) 
The author's fond memories of the past, perhaps retained 
from when he was a child, continue to be echoed through 
this and many other poems he has created. "At times, 
however, and in solitude, he felt with quite unusual, not 
to say abnormal, intensity the effect upon his soul of 
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The grandeur and mystery of nature.Therefore it was 
inevitable for Wordsworth to reflect on this theme through¬ 
out his poetry. Wordsworth treasures his childhood per¬ 
ception and evidently reflects upon it at every opportunity 
I think that the following statement is appropriate here. 
It explains both Wordsworth's love for nature, depicted in 
this poem, and his treasured childhood. 
During a vacation, while at Hawkshead, he exper¬ 
ienced a decisive moment. He was on his way home¬ 
ward after a dance which had lasted all night. As 
the sun rose in all the sweetness of dawn, the 
lovely sights and sounds of the countryside seemed 
to him to reproach the noisy gaudiness and empty 
prattle upon which he had been wasting time--he 
who felt within him the power to serve higher 
purposes. He never forgot that moment of illumina¬ 
tion, the pang of conscience. Henceforth his life 
was consecrated to poetry.4 
Seen in the following lines is a further description of his 
vision of nature's beauty: 
Birds warbled round me—and each trace 
Of inward sadness had its charm; 
Kilve, thought I, was a favoured place, 
And so is Liswyn farm. (11. 21-24) 
The preceding lines were created to familiarize the reader 
with the setting and the beauty of the environment. The 
following establish the central thought of this poem: 
My boy beside me tripped, so slim 
And graceful in his rustic dress 
And, as we talked, I questioned him, 
In very idleness 
■^Ernest Bernbaum, Guide Through The Romantic Movement. 
2nd ed. (New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1949), p. 79 
“^Ibid . , p . 80 . 
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"Now tell me, had you rather be," 
I said, and took him by the arm, 
"On Kilve's smooth shore, by the green sea, 
Or here at Liswyn farm?" (11. 25-32) 
Here "we see the adult Wordsworth earnestly questioning 
a small child, not this time a stranger, but the little 
five-year-old boy, Basil Montague, son of a widowed 
friend of his, whom William and Dorothy (Wordsworth's 
sister, who was five years younger than he) helped to 
bring up."^ Quite abruptly, the little boy answers: 
In careless mood he looked at me, 
While still I held him by the arm, 
And said, "At Kilve I'd rather be 
Than here at Liswyn farm." (11, 33-36) 
Many scholars of Wordsworth's poetry see this answer as 
thoughtless, without any merit at all, because the question 
posed to the boy was so silly. 
As any parent would have known, this 
was a silly question, as children in¬ 
variably say they would rather have what 
they have not got, and would rather be 
where they are not; and, sure enough, 
the boy replies that he would rather be 
at Kilve. The child, of course, has no 
idea why, and says so.6 
^Margaret Drabble, Wordsworth (New York: Arco Publish¬ 
ing Company, Inc., 1969), p. 53. 
6 lb id. 
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In effect, man looks at the universal order of things as 
an orderly system that can be explained by scientific data 
and analysis. Of course, this apparently abrupt answer 
by the child causes momentary confusion as to whether the 
boy reasoned out and thought sincerely about his answer. 
Nevertheless, as we will soon see at the end of this 
poem, the boy's answer is not justified by any type of 
orthodox religious worship, but by natural insight into 
nature and life in general. 
It is the very inconsequence of the 
boy's reply which is instructive. The 
child's unhesitating answer, grounded 
on irrational and inarticulate feeling, 
here stands as a rebuke to mental pro¬ 
cesses of age, tethered and straitened 
as they are by the restless desire of 
rational explanation. Thus the child 
can be thought to possess a kind of 
knowledge or insight usually denied 
to the adult with his confined and 
fading imagination.7 
Wordsworth again questions the child's reasoning, as con¬ 
trasted to his own logical understanding. 
"Now, little Edward, say why so: 
My little Edward, tell me why."— 
"I cannot tell, I do not know."— 
"Why, this strange," said I; 
7David Perkins, The Quest for Permanence (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 72. 
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"For here are woods, hills smooth and warm; 
There surely must some reason be 
Why you could change sweet Liswyn farm 
For Kilve by the green sea." (11. 37-44) 
Wordsworth sees the "woods" and "hills" as possible reasons 
why the boy should have chosen Liswyn Farm instead of "Kilve 
by the green sea." Here the adult's reasoning is based on 
what he sees presently on the surface. Nevertheless, as 
we shall soon see, the child's vision splendid focuses on 
the heart of nature — its central life seen under its 
surface — hence, visual insight. 
At this my boy hung down his head, 
He blushed with shame, nor make reply; 
And three times to the child I said, 
"Why, Edward, tell me why?" (11. 45-48) 
We see that the poet is very persistent in questioning 
the boy as to why he had chosen Kilve instead of Liswyn 
Farm. Finally, the boy gave an abrupt answer: 
His head he raised—there was in sight, 
It caught his eye, he saw it plain— 
Upon the house-top, glittering bright, 
A broad and gilded vane. 
Then did the boy his tongue unlock, 
And eased his mind with this reply: 
"At Kilve there was no weather-cock; 
And that's the reason why." (11. 49-56) 
"With most unwise persistence the poet goes on repeating 
his question, until finally the child, in exasperation, 
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makes up an answer, any old answer, just to keep the adult 
quiet. He'd rather be at Kilve because there's no weather 
cock there, he says, saying the first thing that comes 
into his head, as the weather cock catches his eye."^ 
But the main focus here is the spontaneity with which 
the little boy answers the poet's question. Immediately, 
the child, with his penetrating vision, sees a foreign 
object that is not a part of the natural order of the 
landscape. The weather-cock is an artificial, man-made 
object in the midst of nature. At Kilve, the natural order 
of things was not timed or measured by scientific means. 
Nature, there, has her own cycle to which the natural 
order corresponds. But the point made here is the con¬ 
trast of the adult's reasoning concerning the adorned 
landscape with the child's visual spontaneity in observ¬ 
ing the "foreign" element in nature. Since the child is 
blessed with this special vision, he sees the truth in 
nature, truth being the supreme force manifested in the 
miraculous creation of the earth. God is seen in nature 
by the very fact that He created and molded it into a 
beautiful form. Lastly, the author can rise up in 
^Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 53. 
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revitalized joy to know that his little companion possesses 
truths yet unknown to him. 
0 dearest, dearest boy I my heart 
For better lore would seldom yearn 
Could I but teach the hundredth part 
Of what from thee I learn. (11. 57-60) 
"The poet had learned what he wishes to convey, that the 
adult must not force his logic upon the child's feelings, which 
have their own inner laws."9 Indeed, the child's nature is 
governed by "inner laws" derived from God, who has given 
this special gift of insight to the child. We have seen 
that the weather-vane, the foreign object "camouflaged" 
in nature, which is so vital for the boy's interpretations 
of life, cannot be overlooked by the child. The adult 
realized that his visual perspective is channeled entirely 
away from the child's path of vision. Furthermore, "the 
whole poem is a joke by Wordsworth against Wordsworth; 
it is slight, non-serious, but entirely accurate and 
true to human nature, and it catches a kind of domestic 
human moment of truth that had never beaa dealt with in 
poetry before. The whole relationship of child and adult 
9Carl Woodring, Wordsworth (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), p. 92. 
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is there.... The poet ruefully acknowledges his lesson."^ 
Wordsworth reveals in "We Are Seven" an even closer 
observation to childhood perception as capturing the essence 
of truth. The essential element of discussion focused upon 
here is a child's attitude toward death, contrasted again 
to an adult's insistence on reasoning. It also must be 
pointed out that the child does not base her philosophy of 
death on learned theological convictions. She allows her 
natural feelings and intuitive faculties to become sources 
of truth; this in turn allows the poem as a whole to be 
sensitive poetically to the pristine nature of the little 
girl. The speaker tries to impress the child with the 
skills of logical reasoning and mathematical concepts 
which mark him, the adult, as one who knows and has the 
right answers to questions. Death to the child is a 
somewhat incomprehensible phenomenon in nature; that is, 
the child sees life in all things. This poem is a 
testament to Wordsworth's opinion that the child perceives 
and interprets differently from an adult. Wordsworth 
reveals this thought as apparent in his own childhood. 
10 Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 53 
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"To the attentive and competent reader the whole suffi¬ 
ciently explains itself; hut there may be no harm in 
adverting here to particular feelings or experiences 
of my own mind on which the structure of the poem part¬ 
ly rests. Nothing was more difficult for me in childhood 
than to admit the notion of death as a state applicable 
to my own being.Thus Wordsworth defends the innocence 
of childhood perception and its element of insight. 
Simply, "the child is not ignorant, but he intuits in¬ 
stead of analyzes."12 TO gain an even more incisive 
understanding of the poem's theme it is necessary to 
add the following statement: 
The growing tendency to look back 
with affection on early associations 
is revealed most fully in connection 
with the change that took place in 
the eighteenth century from the ra¬ 
tionalistic to the sentimental point 
of view....Reason, it was beginning 
to be felt, had failed to provide an 
adequate solution for the momentous 
problems of religion and philosophy, 
and poets were increasingly willing 
to turn elsewhere for an answer to 
their questions. Their willingness 
to trust emotions had its effect on 
poetic treatment of childhood.13 
Uperkins, English Romantic Writers, p. 279. 
I2John T. Hiers, "Wordsworth’s Vision of Childhood: A 
Call for Reexamination," South Atlantic Bulletin 34 (January 
1969): 9. 
l^Babenroth, English Childhood, p. 76. 
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Therefore, we can see why the poet felt the urgency or 
need to communicate such a strong, yet sensitive, message. 
It is quite interesting that the poet composed the last 
stanza first. "I composed it while walking in the grove 
at Alfoxden. My friends will not deem it too trifling to 
relate that while walking to and fro I composed the last 
stanza first, having begun with the last line."^^ The 
first stanza states that the child is an innocent being 
of love, nurtured by its will to live life to the fullest. 
 A simple Child, 
That lightly draws its breath, 
And feels its life in every limb, 
What should it know of death? (p. 73, 
11. 1-4) 
"The opening stanza is heavy with a tender and indulgent 
aense of superiority and knowledgeability in the adult speak¬ 
ing to other adults about a little child. But this child 
is distinguished from adults by feeling — a loss of the 
knowledge, which children have, of the only life that 
matters."15 indeed, all that matters is that 'life in 
every limb.' This energy flowing throughout the child's 
14'perkins, English Romantic Writers, p. 196. 
l^David Ferry, The Limits of Mortality (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1959), p. 85. 
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body is so sensitive to its environment that the child 
cannot conceive the notion that this feeling will eventually 
cease one day. The speaker further reveals that: 
I met a little cottage Girl: 
She was eight years old, she said; 
Her hair was thick with many a curl 
That clustered round her head. 
She had a rustic, woodland air, 
And she was wildly clad: 
Her eyes were fair, and very fair; 
--Her beauty made me glad. (11. 5-12) 
Here Wordsworth emphasizes that the child has a rural back-• 
ground or "woodland air" which suggests, even more strongly, 
that the little girl is close to nature. In addition, she 
is "wildly clad," giving the impression that being close to 
nature, she, like her environment, is clothed with natural elements 
of nature, thus symbolizing a closer union with God. "Her ig¬ 
norance depends on this as well. The poet and his audience 
are allied in their relative urbanity, then, and the child's 
failure to understand death is partly the fault of her 
bumpkin rudeness.Accordingly, this little "woodland" 
girl is "simple" in her actions, thus retaining the fresh¬ 
ness of life. The speaker, by referring to the natural 
environment, separates the child of innocence from the 
adult of experience. "There is, perhaps, some intention 
16 Ibid. 
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to take the girl out of the everyday world and to imply 
that she incarnates a nature spirit."17 Therefore, 
with this "nature spirit" the little girl here is closer 
to the truth of life seen in nature. Furthermore, "the 
untutored affection of childhood is reflected in her 
habits, which are true to child nature in the environment 
in which she is placed... All phases of Wordsworth's con¬ 
ception and expression are adopted to the portrayal of 
simple child nature.The girl's beauty is in essence 
God's beauty reflected from her; the poet can honestly 
say that "her beauty made me glad." (1. 12) In the 
following lines the speaker begins questioning his new 
little friend. 
"Sisters and brother, little maid, 
How many may you be?" 
"How many? Seven in all," she said, 
And wondering looked at me. 
"And where are they? I pray you tell." 
She answered, "Seven are we; 
And two of us at Conway dwell, 
And two are gone to sea. 
17Perkins, Quest for Permanence, p. 69. 
18 Babenroth, English Childhood, p. 339. 
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"Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
My sister and my brother; 
And, in the church-yard cottage, I 
Dwell near them with my mother." (11. 13-24) 
The controversy of this poem is centered around lines 21 
and 22: 
"Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
My sister and my brother; 
She acknowledges the fact that her deceased brother and 
sister remain a "living" part of her large family — "Seven 
in all." This little girl realizes this, and as a result 
of the speaker's interaction with his little friend he will 
soon realize it too. "But the thought of separation is 
not even able to arise in the girl, so that the number 
of siblings remains to be the same -- an immortal,...set. 
However, much counting is done, it will always be 'seven 
in all.1"I9 Nevertheless, "the poet tries, naturally 
enough, to point out to her that if two are dead, that 
leaves five, not seven, but the little girl refuses to 
take his point, and goes on stubbornly insisting that 
there are seven of them. Mathematical logic cannot 
impress itself on the child's way of thinking. Her per¬ 
ception of life is far more real and insightful than the 
19Geoffrey H. Hartman, Wordsworth's Poetry 1787-1814, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), p. 144. 
20Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 50. 
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artificiality of applied science. Obviously "she is 
21 just not interested in the idea of death." As I have 
mentioned before, the child is too busy living and enjoy¬ 
ing life to allow the idea of death to assert itself in 
her and absorb all of her youthful freshness. Although 
death has taken her brother and sister, she refuses to 
permit death's powerful presence to overshadow her life. 
The speaker again questions the child and becomes further 
involved in the girl's perceptive wisdom. He sees in her 
a vitality that does not diminish. In a sense, he is 
moved at her will to reach out and cling to the strength 
of love because this love refuses the idea of death. 
"You say that two at Conway dwell, 
And two are gone to sea, 
Yet ye are seven! I pray you tell, 
Sweet Maid, how this may be." 
Then did the little Maid reply, 
"Seven boys and girls are we; 
Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
Beneath the church-yard tree." (11. 25-32) 
Thus, the child remains steadfast in her answer to the adult. 
What gives the child its strength to 
avoid the thought of separation is not 
explicit in the poem. The first stanza, 
contributed Coleridge, suggests that to 
21ibid . 
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know of death one must experience it 
first in oneself. This may be true; 
yet to suppose that the child is not 
able to realize the idea of death be¬ 
cause it 'feels its life in every limb' 
seems naive. To suppose, on the other 
hand, that the little girl still dwells 
in the realm of imagination, and that 
the imagination does not know of death, 
is to simplify Wordsworth's doctrine.22 
Therefore, Wordsworth allows the little girl's imagination 
to deny the universality of death. If the child does in¬ 
deed live in an imaginary world, her world is nonetheless 
full of life and is always happy. she views each day as 
a new birth of life to be shared and loved. The reality 
seen in this world, again, is the true source of life— 
God; and His love never dies. 
"You run about, my little Maid, 
Your limbs they are alive; 
If two are in the church-yard laid, 
Then ye are only five." 
"Their graves are green, they may be seen," 
The little Maid replied, 
"Twelve steps or more from my mother's door, 
And they are side by side. (11. 33-40) 
When the child refers to the graves as being green, this 
suggests that life remains on the surface of the graves and 
that this greenery engenders a new birth of hope in the child, 
a hope that she is united spiritually with her brother and 
sister. 
22 Hartman, Wordsworth's Poetry 1787-1814, p. 144. 
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"My stockings there I often knit 
My kerchief there I hem; 
And there upon the ground I sit, 
And sing a song to them. 
"And often after sun-set, sir, 
When it is light and fair, 
I take my little porringer, 
And eat my supper there. (11. 41-48) 
"If the girl, in dress and being a nature spirit, knows 
the fact of death yet will not think of it as a separation, 
it is because she too is in the bosom of nature, indeed, 
uncannily close to the dead."23 The child does not 
alienate herself from the graves of her loved ones. She 
brings her work there ("My stockings there I often knit") 
and often eats dinner at the gravesite ("and eat my supper 
there") . "It seems to be Nature that prevents in the 
child the thought of absolute separation: Nature is tak¬ 
ing tie child to itself.... There is a beautiful ominous¬ 
ness in the proximity of birth and death, of the wild 
woodland maid and the grave. Such proximity to the grave, 
while intimating how lightly the mystery of death rests 
on the child, also projects an archaic image of the living 
who stay as close as possible to the dead."24 such amazing 
23jbid., p . 145. 
24 Ibid. 
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persistence in the idea that death is merely a physical 
transfiguration and a spiritual reunion with loved ones 
allows the girl to remain steadfast in her belief; again, 
she does not subscribe to any sacred dogma, but rests her 
convictions on intuition and feelings. "The child's 
unconscious faith should have admonished the questioner 
to look once more, and consciously, through death. "25 
Nevertheless, the speaker continues to rely on his acquired 
precepts of science. However, the girl goes on in detail 
to explain circumstances surrounding the deaths of her 
brother and sister • 
"The first that died was sister Jane; 
In bed she moaning lay, 
Till God released her of her pain; 
And then she went away. 
"So in the church-yard she was laid; 
And, when the grass was dry, 
Together round her grave we played, 
My brother John and I. 
"And when the ground was white with snow, 
And I could run and slide, 
My brother John was forced to go, 
And he lies by her side." (11. 49-60) 
"What interests him is the child's amazing matter-of-factness, 
her extraordinary prosaic health. She is just not interested 
25 Ibid . , p . 146 . 
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in the idea of death.... The child is so alive, she takes 
living so much for granted, that the idea of death does 
not disturb her at all. There is nothing virtuous in 
this, nothing good or Christian or pious on the child's 
part; it is just a fact. The little girl treats the 
whole affair with great nonchalance, without fear and 
without sorrow; this is how she relates the death of 
the second of the family, one sister being already dead: 
and brother John 'he lies by her side'"^ The little 
girl treasures her fond memories of the past. These 
memories are so much alive within her heart. she can 
relate to the past by living in the present. But her 
secret lies in the fact that she can accept change in 
her life. Life does not allow everything to stay the 
same. It is an ongoing and never-ending process through 
which change is inevitable, like nature's cycle of seasons. 
The girl accepts this fact of life. Howaver, this child 
can see death as a continuation of life, but in a more 
spiritual and immortal existence. Thus she is not affected 
to such a great extent psychologically by the thought of 
this mortal, transitory state. 
26Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 50. 
93 
The death of her brother, fond though 
she had been of him, clearly did not 
upset her very much; her mind was at 
least as much on the memory of playing 
in the snow as on the memory of his 
death. The poet, amazed and slightly 
shocked by her careless attitude, makes 
a final effort to convince her; we can 
hear in the tone and rhythm of the verse 
the adult's slight irritation, his threaten¬ 
ing exasperation.27 
The following lines show this very clearly: 
"How many are you, then," said I, 
"If they two are in heaven?" 
Quick was the little Maid's reply, 
"0 Master! We are seven." (11. 61-64) 
This battle continues between the little girl and the speaker, 
with neither giving in to the other’s belief. 
We really do feel that the child is 
naive and unable to understand the 
facts of life—or rather of death—at 
the same time that we take pleasure 
in the way the speaker is confounded 
by her. The fact of physical death 
is incontrovertible. We, and the 
speaker, know this, and the child 
really is ignorant in refusing to 
face it. But her real ignorance equals 
a real wisdom, for she knows about eternal 
life in a way that we, being adults, can¬ 
not know about it.28 
27Ibid. 
28 Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 85. 
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This is the secret the little girl is trying to reveal 
to the adult — life is eternal. She possesses an inner 
eye — a sixth sense — given her by God. since she is 
relatively unaffected by the world's influences, she can 
use this "gift" to show adults the truth behind the mys¬ 
teries of life. She displays her thoughts as living 
manifestations of wisdom. 
"But they are dead; those two are dead I 
Their spirits are in heaven!" 
'Twas throwing words away; for still 
The little Maid would have her will, 
And said, "Nay, we are seven!" (11. 65-69) 
Thus, the child's final statement in response to the speaker's 
logic is indeed final and binding: "Nay, we are seven.'" 
Noticeably, it is the poet who rises 
pious phrases about 'heaven' and 'spirits,' 
not the child. The child is not interest¬ 
ed in heaven; the thought of heaven never 
even crosses her mind. The poet, however, 
is not trying to say that the child's 
attitude is 'right' and the adult's 
'wrong'; on the contrary, both poet and 
reader know that death 'is' final, death 
'is' separation, and it is the child's 
lack of awareness that makes the poem so 
touching. When she is older, she will 
know; she cannot go on with this happy 
ignorance forever. Wordsworth does not 
even claim that all children think this 
way about death — some children react 
in a completely different way, with 
morbid terror and fear — he is tell¬ 
ing us about this particular child, and 
the things that she said to him.29 
29 Drabble, Wordsworth, p. 51. 
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Therefore we are left these beliefs, which are a part 
of life . 
The poem exhibits this kind of irony 
throughout, making us read it two ways 
at once, either to show the obstinate 
naivet^ of the child, who refuses to 
understand that her brother and sister 
are really dead, or to emphasize the 
obstinate sophistication of the speaker, 
who refuses to recognize the superiority 
of the child's wisdom. For she knows 
that there is an unbroken continuity 
between living and dead, which makes it 
possible for her to sit beside their 
graves — and sing to them and share 
her life with them because they are 
now a part of eternal nature, which is 
the true life — and so, being a child, 
is she.30 
Thus, we see in many ways that the child, in Wordsworth's 
opinion, is sent to us that we may learn from its inno¬ 
cence and purity. Throughout the two poems discussed in 
this chapter, the child's perception of the world around 
him embodies mankind's closest possible approach to truth. 
Man relied on his logical reasoning in explaining natural 
phenomena, but the child relied on his intuitive "sixth 
sense" to perceive the truth in his environment. The 
following Biblical passage is a living testament showing 
the special nature that constitutes the child's being: 
30perry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 85. 
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"And he took a child, and set him in the midst of them: 
and when he had taken him in his arms, he said unto them, 
Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name, 
receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, receiveth 
not me, but him that sent me.Thus, Jesus acknowledged 
the special nature of the child and symbolized him as an 
agent of God's truth. In retrospect, "both poems are 
concerned with inward, intuited feelings which carry 
the power of truth."32 
•^St. Mark 9: 36-37. 
•^^Heirs, "Wordsworth's Vision of Childhood: A Call 
for Reexamination," p. 9. 
CHAPTER III 
THE GIFT OF LOVE 
This chapter explores Wordsworth's conception of the 
child's gift to the adult world — his love. Wordsworth, 
in the poems presented in this chapter, projects the gift 
of love as a rare and precious gift. The poet also here 
communicates that we must treasure it and learn from its 
special unifying power. Wordsworth is well aware of the 
fact that this phenomenon cannot he explained or defined 
from a scientific point of view; it can only he felt. Yet 
the word "love" is a general term that it can be used 
and defined in many ways. Nevertheless, Wordsworth, in 
these poems, uses the word quite loosely to encompass 
its most significant and centered meaning appropriate 
to the interpretation of these works; and that meaning 
to be conveyed is the child's love enabling life around 
him to be filled with joy. Consequently, truth is often 
found in the interior or central part of a thing, be it 
tangible or intangible. Here, in the poems presented in 
this chapter, Wordsworth communicates his thoughts regard¬ 
ing the truth found in the love of a child. Wordsworth 
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establishes in these poems that through the child God 
reveals to all humanity His love. The miraculous effect 
of love, seen in Wordsworth's works, rejuvenates and 
rebuilds. 
All in all, we shall see in the poems that will be 
presented in this chapter Wordsworth's continuing search 
for truth found in the child. This search involves ob¬ 
servation and biographic experiences drawn from Words¬ 
worth's interaction with children. 
In the poem "Her Eyes Are Wild" Wordsworth undoubted¬ 
ly makes a strong statement regarding the power of love. 
He shows in this poem that "the power of love to surmount 
all obstacles, whether abnormality of the lover or of 
the loved one."l Here, the poet presents the child as a 
tool by which the power of love is generated to heal and 
mend. The broken heart of the "mad mother" in this work 
is mended by the power of her child's love permeating 
her heart. Wordsworth begins this poem by introducing 
us to the "mad mother." 
Her eyes are wild, her head is bare, 
The sun has burnt her coal-black hair; 
Her eyebrows have a rusty stain, 
And she came far from over the main. (p. 79, 
11. 1-4) 
ijames Scoggins, Imagination and Fancy (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1966), p. 37. 
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The poet describes her as a definitely mature woman who 
has experienced life. 
She has a baby on her arm, 
Or else she were alone: 
And underneath the hay-stack warm, 
And on the greenwood stone, 
She talked and sung the woods among, 
And it was in the English tongue. (11. 5-10) 
Her baby is that added weight of responsibility. However, 
she confides in the child, saying 
Sweet babe! they say that I am mad, 
But nay, my heart is far too glad; 
And I am happy when I sing 
Full many a sad and doleful thing: (11. 11-14) 
The woman is relying on that infinite source of strength 
embedded in her heart to give her the joy that the world 
could not give. Here, Wordsworth implies that happiness 
can only come from within; it cannot be found in material 
possessions. However, we must keep in mind that Words¬ 
worth throughout the poem establishes her child as a 
primary source of this joy. Caring for and loving her 
baby adds an extra dimension to her life. 
Then, lovely baby, do not fear! 
I pray thee have no fear of me; 
But safe as in a cradle, here 
My lovely baby! thou shalt be: 
To thee I know too much I owe; 
I cannot work thee any woe. (11. 15-20) 
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Wordsworth cleverly illustrates the strength of love in 
the relationship of a mother to her child. This love is 
intensified by the joy, that was mentioned earlier, ex¬ 
pressed in the following lines: 
A fire was once within my brain; 
And in my head a dull, dull pain; 
And fiendish faces, one, two, three, 
Hung at my breast, and pulled at me; 
But then there came a sight of joy; 
It came at once to do me good; 
I waked, and saw my little boy, 
My little boy of flesh and blood; 
Oh joy for me that sight to seel 
For he was here, and only he. (11. 21-30) 
The significant point made by Wordsworth here is that love 
transcends earthly pains and heartaches. Wordsworth shows 
in the poem joy through the mother as a result of her love 
for her child; thereafter, revitalized, she can gain a 
stronger grip and overcome life's trials and tribulations. 
The need to be needed is sensed through the following 
lines : 
Suck, little babe, oh suck again! 
It cools my blood; it cools my brain; 
Thy lips I feel them, baby! they 
Draw from my heart the pain away. (11. 31-34) 
Wordsworth is communicating through this passage that human 
touch is very powerful. There is so much to be conveyed 
through touch. A baby's touch, seen here, generates 
101 
warmth, need and love. This is the message Wordsworth 
communicates to us, "and yet his philosophy is a fascina¬ 
ting study, for although many may have numerous doctrines 
that appear in his poems, none could feel with an intensity 
greater than his, their human significance and value. 
Certainly, Wordsworth is emphasizing the human significance 
and value of touch in the preceding lines. Furthermore, 
the miracle of human touch is seen as a healing agent 
through which the mother in this poem is suddenly restored 
to her mental equilibrium. 
Oh! press me with thy little hand; 
It loosens something at my chest; 
About that tight and deadly band 
I feel thy little fingers prest. 
The breeze I see is in the tree: 
It comes to cool my babe and me. 
Oh! love me, love me, little boy! 
Thou art thy mother's only joy; 
And do not dread the waves below, 
When o'er the sea-rock's edge we go; 
The high crag cannot work me harm, 
Nor leaping torrents when they howl; 
The babe I carry on my arm, 
He saves for me my precious soul; 
Then happy lie; for blest am I; 
Without me my sweet babe would die. 
(11. 35-50) 
Through her "little boy" the mother discovers different 
facets of love, love that cares, protects, and shares 
O 
Newton P. Stallknecht, Wordsworth and Philosophy 
(New York: Newton P. Stallknecht, 1929), p. 1. 
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experiences, however pleasant or distressful they may be. 
A mutual need is also seen in the quoted thoughts. The 
mother needs the gentle and sensitive spirit of her son, 
because "he saves for me my precious soul." (1. 48) Be¬ 
cause of the child's nature, he needs the warmth generated 
by his mother in order for him to survive. In essence, 
Wordsworth is saying that in order for the baby to grow 
into a vigorous child, healthy mentally and physically, 
it needs the kind of attention that only a mother can 
give; for "without me my sweet babe would die." (1. 50) 
"Hence, as Wordsworth came to know, what is dull experience 
to an adult is glorious intuition to a child. High poetry 
and commonplace thought are after all essentially one; for 
intuition is the spirit of them both."3 
Then do not fear, my boy I for thee 
Bold as a lion will I be; 
And I will always be thy guide, 
Through hollow snows and rivers wide. 
I'll build an Indian bower; I know 
The leaves that make the softest bed: 
And if from me thou wilt not go, 
But still be true till I am dead, 
My pretty thing! then thou shalt sing 
As merry as the birds in spring. (11 51-60) 
This stanza merely adds to the thought established in lines 
41-50. With even greater emphasis, the poet uses the state- 
3Ibid • / p. 17 
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ment "Bold as a lion will I be" to express the mother's 
love. Thus, the child continues to generate within the 
mother a closer discovery of the truth of things. A 
sympathetic note is struck in the ensuing thoughts: 
Thy father cares not for my breast, 
'Tis thine, sweet baby, there to rest; 
'Tis all thine own!—and if its hue 
Be changed, that was so fair to view, 
'Tis fair enough for thee, my dove! 
My beauty, little child, is flown, 
But thou wilt live with me in love; 
And what if my poor cheek be brown? 
'Tis well for me thou canst not see 
How pale and wan it else would be 
(11. 61-70) 
In the following passage from the poem, the mother laments 
the fact that her husband—the father of her child—has deserted 
his family; nevertheless, she will continue to pray for him. 
Dread not their taunts, my little Life; 
I am thy father's wedded wife; 
And underneath the spreading tree 
We two will live in honesty. 
If his sweet boy he œuld forsake, 
With me he never would have stayed: 
From him no harm my babe can take; 
But he, poor man! is wretched made; 
And every day we two will pray 
For him that's gone and far away. (11. 71-80) 
The closing sections of this poem have optimistic conclusions. 
The mother continues to assume total responsibility for the 
welfare of her child. 
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I'll teach my boy the sweetest things: 
I'll teach him how the owlet sings. 
My little babel thy lips are still, 
And thou hast almost sucked thy fill. 
—Where artt thou gone, my own dear child? 
Alas I Alas I that look so wild, 
It never, never came from me: 
If thou art mad, my pretty lad, 
Then I must be for ever sad. (11. 81-90) 
Even though there are optimistic conclusions here, Words¬ 
worth does not overlook the fact that the mother is mad. 
The child's "wicked looks" described here are only re¬ 
flections of his mother's features. Nevertheless, Words¬ 
worth cleverly shows that the child remains an inspiration 
to his mother; that is, her son instills this optimistic 
energy within her. 
Ohi smile on me, my little Iambi 
For I thy own dear mother am: 
My love for thee has well been tried: 
I've sought thy father far and wide. 
I know the poisons of the shade; 
I know the earth-nuts fit for food: 
Then, pretty dear, be not afraid: 
We'll find thy father in the woods. 
Now laugh and be gay, to the woods away! 
And there, my babe, we'll live for aye. 
(11. 91-100) 
In the preceding passage, we continue to see Wordsworth 
emphasizing the mother's madness by her search in the 
woods for the father. However, Wordsworth reveals a 
thread of truth throughout this work, insisting that 
the mother feels the real source of joy in the love for 
her child. 
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In the poem "To H. C., Six Years Old" Wordsworth 
observes little Hartley Coleridge at play and ponders 
the child's future. Here Wordsworth juxtaposes Hartley's 
present state of mind with what the future may have in 
store for him. Of course Wordsworth could not accurately 
predict the boy's future, but he expressed, in general, 
the boy's possible loss of his youthful joy when he 
becomes an adult. Wordsworth here presents the child as 
an incarnation of joy and, to the adult, a vision of 
delight. The speaker throughtout the poem marvels at 
the boy's innocence, which in fact contributes greatly 
to his joyful state. 
Wordsworth gives us a general sketch 
of the boy in a statement that often 
accompanies the poem: "H. C. is Coleridge's 
child Hartley. Coleridge described him as 
'a spirit that dances on an aspin leaf-the 
air...is to my Babe a perpetual Nitrous 
Oxyde. Never was more joyous creature 
born.' 'From morning to night he whisks 
about and about, whisks, whirls, and eddies 
like a blossom in a May breeze.4 
Thus, the apparently ceaseless motion of this child 
secures the attention of both the boy's father, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, and William Wordsworth. 
^David Perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 283. 
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O thou', whose fancies from afar are brought 
Who of thy words dost make a mock apparel, 
And fittest to unutterable thought 
The breeze-like motion and the self-born carol; 
(p. 290, 11. 1-4) 
"Because he is interested in the child for what he is now— 
a fresh natural being — rather than for what he may be¬ 
come through training, Wordsworth in the presence of 
Hartley Coleridge is preoccupied with the problem of 
catching the secret of his individuality ;*5 an<^ in this 
"secret" lies the answer to the source of the child's 
nature. So far the world of conformity and artificiality 
has not damaged or dampened young Hartley's frame of 
mind, and thus he continues to receive life in all of 
its natural splendor; this is what Wordsworth observes 
in the boy. "Wordsworth was fascinated by the unusual 
personality revealed in this child, and in so far as it 
was possible with the poetic treatment congenial to him, 
he has given a true interpretation of Hartley Coleridge 
at the age of six. He took no external standards for 
granted, but looked upon the child as an individual 
5A. Charles Babenroth, Wordsworth's Treatment of 
Childhood in the Light of English Poetry (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1922). 
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worthy of individual treatment on the basis of laws of 
conduct revealed in the child itself.With much ex¬ 
citement, the poet exclaims: 
Thou faery voyager! that dost float 
In such clear water, that thy boat 
May rather seem 
To brood on air than on an earthly stream; 
Suspended in a stream as clear as sky, 
Where earth and heaven do make one imagery; 
(11, 5-10) 
Here Wordsworth becomes an artist. He paints a portrait 
of the boy suspended in living animation, like a dream. 
His world is full of beautiful blue skies, flowing streams 
and floating pillars of clouds. Thus, the child is an 
extention of this beautiful picture. He gives the poet 
the incentive to create. Art is a manifestation of truths 
that are imbedded in the hidden corners of the conscious¬ 
ness. Thus, "the child is poised in a familiar Words¬ 
worthian scene, in a boat on a quiet stream whose waters 
reflect the sky so perfectly that the two, earth and heaven, 
seem one. It is the child in the center of this scene 
who reconciles the heaven and earth which, in our adult 
experience, so reasonable and expressible, are seen as 
fundamentally disparate, even hostile."-? The child as 
6ibid., p. 49. 
7David Ferry, The Limits of Mortality (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1959), p. 83. 
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mediator of both worlds — heaven and earth — once again 
is seen as a unifying force. An adult reflects upon the 
miracle of creation and life in general when observing 
the child. Indeed, adults see the environment as a 
chaotic orb of blended chemicals (artificality), whereas 
the child reconciles the environment with his perception 
of the vision splendid. "The infant's sight is of a 
different order than the man's; it turns the world of 
ordinary sight into a 'dream' and thus in a way obliterates 
Q it.KO Thrilled with this discovery, Wordsworth cries out 
0 blessed vision! happy child! 
Thou art so exquisitely wild, 
1 think of thee with many fears 
For what may be thy lot in future years. 
(11. 11-14) 
Thus, the poet celebrates the joy found in the little boy, 
but goes further to indicate that soon the child will 
succumb to the ways of the world and lose the vestiges 
of childhood joy in maturity. "The child is 'exquisitely wild,' 
foreign to our adult experience and unrestricted by our adult 
limitations. But the poem is a lament; the child is after 
all six years old and on the verge of that rationality 
and self-consciousness which will destroy its 'childness,' 
Sibid., p. 48. 
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its wildness its special powers of reconciliation. 
The poet regrets that this special "wildness" will be 
tamed one day in the names of maturity, conformity, and 
being recognized as "civilized." In addition, "the child's 
wildness is more than rusticity. It is the wildness also 
of H. C., of the child untamed by morality, wild because 
alien to our limited world, as if children were creatures 
from another sphere, possessing another sort of knowledge. 
Their wildness is their relation to another sort of nature 
than adults can know."10 Wordsworth separates this childhood 
nature from that to which adults are accustomed. The poet 
goes on to lament, 
I thought of times when Pain might be thy guest, 
Lord of thy house and hospitality; 
And grief, uneasy lover! never rest 
But when she sate within the touch of thee. 
(11, 15-18) 
"The poet looks forward with fear to the time when pain 
will be Hartley Coleridge's guest, when he will willfully 
and of his own perverse adult accord invite pain into 
the house of himself. Then his only lover will be grief."H 
^Ibid., p. 83. 
10Ibid., p. 85. 
■'■■'■Ibid . , p . 83 . 
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Thus, it is again unfortunate that the happy child 
grows up into a mature, unhappy adult with the worries 
of the world on his shoulders. However, this is a 
generalized statement, in accordance to Wordsworth's 
thought, to show the loss of innocence and the gain of 
"knowledge." Nevertheless, the poet goes on to paint 
a sad picture of Hartley Coleridge's future. We must 
keep in mind that the poet is not making a prediction 
of the boy's adulthood, however accurate he later proved 
to be. 
0 too industrious folly! 
O vain and causeless melancholy! 
Nature will either end thee quite; 
Or, lengthening out thy season of delight 
Preserve for thee, by individual right, 
A young lamb's heart among the full-grown flocks. 
(11. 19-24) 
Here Wordsworth takes a rather optimistic turn. "As the 
poet looks into the future, he feels that nature will be 
good to the child by taking him off before worldly matters 
bring grief and melancholy that he can not endure; or 
nature will keep him a child always and preserve him. 
However, these are mere prayers that the poet wishes 
answered. 
What hast thou to do with sorrow, 
Of the injuries of to-morrow? 
Thou art a dew-drop, which the morn brings forth, 
Babenroth, English Childhood, p. 49. 
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111 fitted to sustain unkindly shocks, 
Or to be trailed along the soiling earth; 
(11. 25-29) 
Wordsworth, however, describes here the delicate nature of 
the boy's life; he is "ill fitted to sustain unkindly 
shocks" from life, yet the "child enters the world with 
the ability to create and unify."13 The "unkindly 
shocks" Wordsworth points out dampen this ability. The 
boy is 
A gem that glitters while it lives, 
And no forewarning gives; 
But, at the touch of wrong, without a strife 
Slips in a moment out of life. (11. 30-33) 
"He will grow out of this special virtue away from that 
'heaven' which is the world of eternity. And this grow¬ 
ing up will be a sort of death, slipping in a moment out 
of the only life that matters."14 This poem is one of 
the best examples of Wordsworth's thoughts on childhood 
and the joy that the child possesses. Little Hartley's 
actions at six years old provide a perfect example of a 
child as God's symbol and source of truth. 
John T. Hiers, "Wordsworth's Vision of Childhood: 
A Call for Reexamination," South Atlantic Bulletin 34 (January, 
1969) : 8 . 
14-Ferry, The Limits of Mortality, p. 85. 
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"Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old" is a 
culmination of the thoughts presented in the two previous 
poems of this chapter. Wordsworth is observing the in¬ 
tensity of the child's joy. This poem serves as a living 
memorial to his deceased daughter Catherine. The poem 
is preceded by the line: "Written at Allanbank, Grasmere. 
Picture of My Daughter Catherine, who died the year after. "15 
He begins 
Loving she is, and tractable, though wild; 
And Innocence hath privilege in her 
To dignify arch looks and laughing eyes ; 
And feats of cunning; and the pretty round 
Of trespasses, affected to provoke 
Mock-chastisement and partnership in play 
(p. 392, 11. 1-6) 
At this age, Catherine is pictured as an innocent child full 
of happiness. The poet's glory and joy come from his ob¬ 
servation of his baby daughter. "He himself had to endure 
the loss of a favorite daughter. But the year before she 
died, his poetry had positively celebrated her ability to 
live the unthinking life which is enjoyed by animals. "1®* 
l^Andrew Jackson George, ed., The Complete Poetical 
Works of William Wordsworth. Cambridge edition (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1932). 
-^David B. Pirie, William Wordsworth: The Poetry of 
Grandeur and Tenderness (New York: Methuen and Co., 1982), 
p. 284. 
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Nevertheless, this "unthinking life" is one of intuition 
in which the child is able to perceive the "good" in life. 
In order to gain a closer understanding of the concept of 
joy presented in this and other Wordsworth poems, the 
following statement is useful. 
To be sure, it should now be clear that 
the sort of enjoyment called glee, no 
less than the 'happiness' to which Words¬ 
worth laid perspective claim, are some¬ 
thing different from what normally goes 
under those names. If a definition is 
required beyond that furnished by Words¬ 
worth 's poems, one may go to S. T. 
Coleridge as recorded by E. H. Coleridge: 
'He (Coleridge) called joy, meaning thereby 
not mirth or high spirits or even happiness, 
but a consciousness of entire..well-being 
when the emotional and intellectual 
faculties are equipoise.17 
The child in this poem demonstrates this analysis. Her 
entire state is one of unconsciousness of the beauty of 
life within her: 
And, as a faggot sparkles on the hearth, 
Not less if unattended and alone 
Than when both young and old sit gathered 
round 
And take delight in its activity; (11. 7-10) 
Because of her innocence, "Catherine is still young enough 
to escape the self-consciousness which distinguishes human 
beings from the other forms of life which comprise our world. 
17üonald Davie, "Dionysus In Lyrical Ballads," in Words¬ 
worth 1s Mind and Art, edited by A. W. Thomson. (New York: 
Barns & Noble, 1970), p. 122. 
ISibid., p. 284. 
.,18 
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Thus, self-consciousness is an aspect of human emotions 
which separates the young child from the adult. In the 
passage presented above, "both young and old" take delight 
in observing the natural actions of this three-year old 
child. 
Even so this happy Creature of herself 
Is all-sufficient solitude to her, 
Is blithe society, who fills the air 
With gladness and involuntary songs. 
(11. 11-14) 
To Wordsworth the child's light of happiness is able to 
shine its rays into the air and touch the hearts of man¬ 
kind "with gladness and involuntary songs." "Conscious 
needs of relationship have not yet tamed her into feel¬ 
ing dependent. In her self-reliant liberty she cannot 
conceive of isolation as loneliness,"^-9 because loneli¬ 
ness is a feeling. "Wordsworth loves this animal-like 
freedom from self-consciousness, although it effectively 
allows his daughter to ignore him. He himself is not 
permanently imprisoned in the intellectual detachment 
of maturity. He can often identify with her. He can 
recover enough of the joy he had learnt in his own child¬ 







Wordsworth sees in Catherine a part of himself -- one 
possessing the freedom to be natural. "Wordsworth can still 
be moved to feel the elemental excitement of the earth. He 
can still occasionally be surprised into responding 'as the 
Wind.1 At such moments he experiences the seemingly irre¬ 
sponsible spontaneity of the child."21 Catherine serves as 
a mirror. Her reflection is an image of the child in Words¬ 
worth . 
Light are her sallies as the tripping fawn's 
Forth-startled from the fern where she lay 
Couched; 
Unthought-of, unexpected, as the stir 
Of the soft breeæ ruffling the meadow- 
flowers , 
Or from before it chasing wantonly 
The many-coloured images imprest 
Upon the bosom of a placid lake. (11. 15-21) 
Here Wordsworth creates an extended epic simile comparing 
her running to a deer's running and the wind "ruffling" 
over meadow and lake. However, "he delighted in Catherine's 
life because she was able to disregard all that can make 
an adult feel'grievous loss;' She had been his 'Heart's 
best treasure' largely, because of an endearing and in¬ 
spiring independence. She herself had no vulnerable sense 
of the preciousness and precariousness of those on whom 
her happiness depended. The joy by which Wordsworth can 
21 Ibid., p. 285. 
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even now feel surprised is partly of this kind."22 
Wordsworth had a deep and abiding love for his little 
daughter. "Within a year of the poems completion, 
Catherine died. Wordsworth was left to fluctuate be 
tween the mercies of forgetfulness and those moments 
when memory made a surprise attack under the cover of 
unexpected happiness.1,23 Therefore, this poem was creat¬ 
ed as a result of the love he had for his daughter; after 
her death, the poet was able to regain that happy moment 
etched in time. "Affection, for an adult, is bound to 
infringe liberty. Joy which is partly dependent on being 
shared implies an acceptance of vulnerability. At moments 
it must nervously anticipate the inevitable separation to 
which all moral relationships move. It cannot always be 
blind to the possibility of 'grievous loss.'"24 
In both poems presented in this chapter, Wordsworth 
communicated the emotional effect of love. Through the 
love for a child, the poet found a source of joy and an 
emotional tool which inspires artistic creativity. 
22Ibid. 
23Ibid. 
24Ibid., p. 286. 
CHAPTER IV 
EARTH'S LOSS, HEAVEN'S GAIN 
This chapter summarizes the thesis that to Wordsworth 
the child is God's symbol and source of truth. Here, the 
theme of death is presented — death whereby the child of 
the earth is reunited with the Supreme Being in his heaven¬ 
ly home. The poems "There Was A Boy" and "Matthew," the 
first in the series of Matthew poems, are models in which 
the theme of death is most significant to this topic. Again, 
Wordsworth uses a rural setting to depict nature's little 
creation interacting with his natural environment. Essen¬ 
tially, everything in this setting is in harmony with the 
nominal 'law of the universe.' In this chapter we will 
demonstrate that in these poems Wordsworth thinks of death 
as only a series of transformations of life back to its 
origins in the Father of life. Therefore, death seen here 
is not a cessation of life; it is a beginning of eternal 
life. The child or the child within the man in these poems 
living in the natural environment can once again smell the 
sweet fragrances of spring flowers, hear the melodious 
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sounds of nature's symphonies, and feel God's sunshine 
rejuvenating human energy and the human will to live. 
In "There Was A Boy" Wordsworth presents the child at 
one with nature. It "begins with the child too intensely 
excited to be aware of the vast natural scene in which he 
moves. But with a turn of feeling or a start of surprise 
the natural world or some aspect of or in it is strangely 
impressed on his consciousness. These happenings are 
presented as moments of vision or revelation, but the 
vision is of nature — here, its vastness, calm, and 
infinite depth."-*- Wordsworth reveals in this poem the 
awe-inspiring wonder of divine love manifested through 
the landscape to the boy. We shall also see in this work 
that Wordsworth paints the child's heart as an open in¬ 
vitation, inviting all that is good in the world to fill 
his senses; therefore, the child can give back the love 
which nature has instilled in him. A brief sketch of 
this poem can also be found in the Preface to the Lyrical 
Ballads of 1815: "The Boy, there introduced, is listening, 
with something of a feverish and restless anxiety, for 
the recurrence of those riotous sounds which he had previously 
iDavid Perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 211. 
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excited; and, at the moment when the intenseness of his 
mind is beginning to remit, he is surprised into a per¬ 
ception of the solemn and tranquilizing images which the 
poem describes."2 * It is also important to note that this 
poem was included in Wordsworth's The Prelude, Chapter V, 
lines 364-97.3 Therefore, "There Was A Boy" is perhaps 
autobiographical in some aspects. "It is sometimes thought 
of as a personal account of an experience in his boyhood, 
and the features of the poem which tend to make it less 
personal and more universal are perhaps given too little 
attention. In this poem, as it stands, the boy is not 
the poet — he is simply 'a Boy.'"4 
The poem opens with a picturesque scene in which the 
figure of a boy is set against a rural background: 
There was a Boy; ye know him well, ye cliffs 
And islands of winanderl—many a time, 
At evening, when the earliest stars began 
To move along the edges of the hills, 
Rising or setting, would he stand alone, 
Beneath the trees, or by the glimmering lake; 
(p. Ill, 11. 1-6) 
2Alan Grob, The Philosophic Mind: A Study of Wordsworth's 
Poetry and Thought 1795-1805 (Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 1973) , p. 84. 
-“Perkins, ed., English Romantic Writers, p. 211. 
4Geoffrey Burrant, William Wordsworth (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969), p. 30. 
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Thus, the boy presented here has indeed experienced life's 
deepest truths and mysteries in the midst of this expansive 
universe. He once viewed the scenic beauty of mountain 
ranges, lakes and rolling hills. These vital organs of 
nature showed him that the truth behind beauty is actually 
present within him, the greatest creation. The child 
would "stand alone" beneath the trees in a pensive yet 
prayerful mood, praying a prayer of thanks to be alive 
experiencing such vitalizing joy. "The poet addresses not 
the boy — who is now dead — but the cliffs and islands 
that have outlasted him. From the cliffs and lakes of 
the immediate foreground the scene is widened to take in 
the whole order of the natural world within which the 
boy has lived."5 The child is very much a part of this 
world. However, Wordsworth is well aware of the fact that 
the boy, like other objects of the natural world, must 
someday decay and return back to his origin. Obviously this 
is but a small moment in time — and so is life. 
The regular movement of the stars, rising 
in the east or setting in the west, suggests 
the daily turning of the earth, and the move¬ 
ment of time itself. It is in this context 
^Ibid. 
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of the vast spaces of the universe and 
the inexorable movement of time that the 
boy is placed 'Beneath the trees, or by 
the glimmering lake.' The trees, in 
contrast with the stars, are subject to 
change and decay; the word 'glimmering' 
suggests a temporary appearance rather 
than a steady state.6 
In the following lines the boy communicates with nature by 
"hooting" with the owls. 
And there, with fingers interwoven, both hands 
Pressed closely palm to palm and to his mouth 
Uplifted, he, as through an instrument, 
Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls, 
That they might answer him. (11. 7-11) 
Here, "the boy succeeds in arousing an echo, wild and joy¬ 
ful from the otherwise silent world before him... He blows 
through his hands as though an 'instrument', and calls up 
a responsive though disturbing voice from the world around 
him. This voice, like the poet's, is, however, in one 
n 
sense merely a redoubled echo of his own."' The "redoubled 
echo" is seen in the following lines: 
—And they would shout 
Across the watery vale, and shout again, 
Responsive to his call, —with quivering peals, 
And long halloos, and screams, and echoes loud 
Redoubled and redoubled; concourse wild 
Of jocund din 1 (11. 11-16) 
6Ibid. 
7 Ibid., p. 31. 
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Nature's energetic response to the boy's "mimic hootings" 
is intensified by "screams and echoes.” The whole environ¬ 
ment is alive with the power that created it. "Moreover, 
with the exception of the account of the boy hooting at 
the owls, all of these episodes present the child's quest 
for pleasure as a violation of the rights of others, either 
the property of man or the sanctity of nature, so that the 
psychological pattern of concentrated attention followed 
by the counter-thrust of a distrust and conflicting per¬ 
ceptual experience can be readily translated into the moral 
O 
pattern of act and consequence." Nature allows the boy 
to be himself, and it sustains within him a sense of one¬ 
ness with his environment. 
In the silence that follows, there is a 
moment of quiet in which the very voice 
of the natural scene is heard. Behind 
the noise made by the boy and the owls there 
is a quieter and more persistent sound, the 
'voice of mountain-torrents.' This more 
abiding voice is that of the ultimate phy¬ 
sical forces that persist through the more 
temporary noises that disturb the peace of 
the scene.9 
8Grob, The Philosophic Mind, p. 84. 
9 
Durrant, William Wordsworth, p. 31. 
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The following lines support this statement: 
And, when there came a pause 
Of silence such as baffled his best skill: 
Then sometimes, in that silence, while he hung 
Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprise 
Has carried far into his heart the voice 
Of mountain-torrents; or the visible scene 
Would enter unawares into his mind 
With all its solemn imagery, its rocks, 
Its woods, and that uncertain heaven received 
Into the bosom of the steady lake. (11. 16-25) 
Thus, in the preceding lines we see that Wordsworth has created 
a scene in which the grandeur of God is seen and heard in the 
commanding sounds of the mountain-torrents. As was said 
before, "what Wordsworth has to say is of course drawn 
from his own boyhood experience, but the poem is more than 
an account of a private event. It is a statement about the 
status of a living human being in a universe of natural 
laws which gives back to his voice only its own mocking 
echo and which allows itself to be disturbed only slightly 
by his shouts, settling quietly back into its accustomed 
pattern when his voice falls silent. "-*-0 This auditory 
effect of nature's response to the boy's echoes is set 
within the natural laws of its "accustomed pattern." The 
boy, however, "hung listening" to the "mountain-torrents" 
that disturbed this silence. 
10 lbid., p. 30. 
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What is suggested by the word 'hung' is 
a moment of suspension of time in which 
the boy discovers with 'a shock of mild 
surprise1 what lies beneath the confused 
appearances of things. The world he in¬ 
habits is a world of echoes and mirror- 
images , behind which the more permanent 
physical forces steadily assert themselves. 
The echoes he has awakened die away, and 
the ripples on the lake subside, restoring 
the steady reflection. The passage conveys 
the notion of a nature ruled by absolute 
laws of which the echoes and images of our 
own experience are merely fleeting expressions. 
They die away, leaving only the distant sound 
of the mountain-torrents and the smooth sur¬ 
face of the 'steady lake11 
The child here discovers nature's "secrets" in the sounds 
of its "mountain-torrents" and the beauty of its reflecting 
"steady-lakes." It is obvious that Wordsworth is emphasiz¬ 
ing the boy's reaction to these sights and sounds of nature. 
"What is disturbing, however, is the emphasis he lays upon 
the mental characteristics that he has observed. Our 
interest is invoked for the Boy solely because his physical 
surroundings have imprinted themselves on his subconscious 
mind as a result of his failure to get the owls to respond 
to his shouts. "12 However, as was mentioned before, to 
^Ibid . , p. 32 . 
■^F. W. Bateson, Wordsworth: A Re-Interpretation 
(London: Longmans, Green and Co. Ltd, 1956), p. 26. 
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Wordsworth the boy has discovered a truth that lies be¬ 
neath all of this silence, the truth that God is the 
force controlling this environment. In the following 
lines Wordsworth depicts the boy's death as a great loss 
from this environment. 
The boy was taken from his mates, and died 
In childhood, ere he was full twelve years old. 
(11. 26-27) 
Wordsworth expresses, in a mournful tone, the brevity of 
the boy's life. "The boy's death is not, as some critics 
have suggested, a merely sentimental-romantic conclusion. 
On the contrary, it is the necessary completion of the 
poem. The boy's life is almost as temporary as the echoes 
and images of the lake." The boy's life is indeed as 
temporary as nature's "fleeting" moments of life. All in 
all, life is short, and therefore it should be celebrated 
and not taken for granted. The poet goes on to discuss 
the child's final resting place in his reunion with the 
Father of nature. 
Pre-eminent in beauty is the vale 
Where he was born and bred: the churchyard hangs 
Upon a slope above the village-school; 
And through that churchyard when my way has led 
On summer-evenings , I believe that there 
A long half-hour together I have stood 
Mute-looking at the grave in which he lies! 
(11. 28-34) 
^Durrant, William Wordsworth, p. 32. 
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In contemplation the poet also discovers a closer union 
with nature's secret as he stands "mute" looking at the 
boy's grave. Thus the continuity of the poem's theme or 
meaning is not broken. 
The pattern established by the boy who 
'hung' in silence over the lake, and 
the churchyard that 'hangs' over the 
village-school is repeated here, with 
the poet standing 'mute'- silenced by 
thought-over the grave. The poem ex¬ 
presses with great force and clarity 
our sense that the world of our ex¬ 
perience is in some sense an almost 
unreal echo of our own minds, and that 
beneath the appearances which we take 
for reality there are quiet imperatives 
which rule our lives. 
The last few lines in which the poet stands at the boy's 
grave represent man's thoughts on death. In these lines 
Wordsworth was well aware that this unconquered pheno¬ 
menon has yet to be fully understood and explained by man. 
The mystery of death is like that of life; all that we are 
aware of in this world is that life exists and that it 
dies. The boy depicted in this poem returns back into 
the earth. "The poet standing 'mute' for a whole half- 
hour by the grave of the boy is not represented as feeling 
grief, but as contemplating the mystery of human existence."15 
14Ibid. 
15Ibid • / p . 33 . 
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Thus, in contemplating this mystery man will soon realize 
that all creation shares a common fate. Therefore, "what 
the poem achieves is not a powerful stirring of grief or 
generalized sentiment about death, but a contemplation, 
producing its own 'gentle shock of mild surprise.' What 
was originally a private and personal experience has been 
detached from the poet's private self — the boy of the 
poem cannot be Wordsworth — and made into account of man's 
1 f) 
condition in the world." However, to Wordsworth the 
child here symbolizes man's search for knowledge and the 
final discovery of that knowledge (truth) found in the 
underlying sights and sounds of nature and the silence 
of death. 
The poem "Matthew" sums up with finality the thesis 
that for Wordsworth the child is indeed God's symbol and 
source of truth. Here, the child within the man named 
Matthew symbolizes nature's ideal creation. The opening 
lines of this poem indeed show that Matthew was a special 
child — a child of destiny. 
If Nature, for a favourite child, 
In thee hath tempered so her clay, 
That every hour thy heart runs wild, 
Yet never once doth go astray, 
16 Ibid. 
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Read o'er these lines; and then review 
This tablet, that thus humbly rears 
In such diversity of hue 
Its history of two hundred years. 
(p. 115, 11. 1-8) 
Wordsworth wishes to communicate that this poem is com¬ 
posed in honor of nature's "favourite child" whose name 
is among many that are etched on a tablet. These persons, 
are models from which we may learn the essence of living 
by the examples they provide. Specifically, Wordsworth 
points out and emphasizes that person named Matthew. 
—When through this little wreck of fame, 
Cipher and syllable 1 thine eye 
Has travelled down to Matthew's name, 
Pause with no common sympathy. (11. 9-12) 
There has bean some disagreement as to the identity of 
Matthew. 
Who was Matthew? Twice in his old 
age Wordsworth answered that question, 
in the same strain each time, but with 
some difference in detail.... Writing to 
Professor Henry Reed on 27 March 1843, 
he says: 'The character of the schoolmaster, 
in 'The Excursion,' a solid foundation in 
fact and reality, but, like him, it was 
also, in some degree, a composition: I 
will not, and need not, call it an invention-- 
it was no such thing; but were I to enter 
into details, I fear it would impair the 
effect of the whole upon your mind; nor 
could I do it to my own satisfaction.'17 
-^T . w. Thompson, Wordsworth's Hawkshead (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 151. 
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Demonstrably the character Matthew was not a mere in¬ 
vention, but a person who had actually lived. Yet Words¬ 
worth hesitates in revealing the identity of Matthew. 
Furthermore, he states"in a prose note dictated to Miss 
Isabella Fenwick: 'This and other poems connected with 
Matthew would not gain by a literal detail of facts. 
Like the wanderer in the 'Excursion,' this schoolmaster 
was made up of several, both of his class and men of 
other occupations.'"-*-^ The important message he wishes 
to convey is not found in the name of Matthew, but is 
revealed in his character. Specifically, as was already 
mentioned, the child retained in the man is the focal 
point of Wordsworth's discussion. In the following lines 
Wordsworth looks at Matthew's name in gilt letters on the 
school memorial board and comments on the total inadequacy 
of such a memorial to evoke the personality of the man as 
he was;!9 
And, if a sleeping tear should wake, 
Then be it neither checked nor stayed: 
For Matthew a request I make 
Which for himself he had not made. 
ISibid. 
19john Beer, Wordsworth In Tune (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1979), p. 94. 
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Poor Matthew, all his frolics o'er, 
Is silent as a standing pool; 
Far from the chimney's merry roar, 
And murmur of the village school. (11. 13-20) 
Also, seen here is a description of the dead Matthew con¬ 
trasted to the lively murmurs of the village school. 
Sensed in these lines, particularly in line 16: "Poor 
Matthew, all his frolics o'er," he is "silent as a 
standing pool" among the laughter and joyful sounds of 
the children. "The 'standing pool' image of Matthew in 
death is contrasted with the images of continuing life in 
the torrent-like roar of the chimney or the stream-like 
murmur of the village school at work."^ so we see here, 
for Wordsworth, life is ever present in the mystery of 
death. The joyful life that was once in the child has 
somehow remained child-like in the man. "The two princi¬ 
ples of Matthew's life are represented here by 'the chimney's 
merry roar' — the vital warmth expressed in a homely meta¬ 
phor — and the 'murmur of the Village school; which evokes in 
a humble way the task of intellect in the kindling of the mind. 
The 'frolics' which are now over remind the reader that 
Matthew retained through life a childlike quality; his final 
silence has fallen on him as sleep falls on a child."21 This 
20Ibid., p. 94. 
^-'-Durr ant, William Wordsworth, p. 47. 
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death image is then contrasted with the living Matthew 
when he was filled with the joyful spirit of life: 
The sighs which Matthew heaved were sighs 
Of one tired out with fun and madness; 
The tears which came to Matthew's eyes 
Werç tears of light, the dew of gladness. 
(11. 21-24) 
Thus, as Wordsworth implies in this poem, the ideal man is 
able to retain his child-like joy throughout life. This 
poem serves as a culminating point of the preceding poems 
in this study because it ultimately portrays what Words¬ 
worth calls the ideal human being. "Matthew may be 
understood as Wordsworth's idea of a good man; he is a 
source of love and joy because he is himself joyful. He 
has a gift of spontaneous 'fun and madness,' as well as 
a capacity for deep thought, thought that is felt, not 
22 merely a mental game." Certainly, Wordsworth was in¬ 
fluenced by the real identity of Matthew. This brings 
back the earlier discussion of Matthew's identity. 
It seems certain that the original 
impulse that gave rise to the 'Matthew' 
poems was gratitude to William Taylor, 
the head-master of Hawkshead School, 
who died when Wordsworth was a school¬ 
boy there. This was thirteen years 
22 Ibid., p. 46. 
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Before the composition of the 'Matthew' 
poems, in which Matthew, as Wordsworth 
indicates, has ceased to be any particu¬ 
lar person; even his occupation as a 
schoolmaster is no longer important. 
What is important is that Matthew is 
a man who lives to the full, experiencing 
the world with an unusual capacity for joy 
and an unusually lively conscious. "23 
Nevertheless, despite all his joy, there were moments of 
pensive thought described in the following lines: 
Yet, sometimes, when the secret cup 
Of still and serious thought went round, 
It seemed as if he drank it up— 
He felt with spirit so profound. (11. 25-28) 
Thus, "this vital energy goes with a capacity for deep 
thought and feeling."24 Seen here, Wordsworth juxtaposes 
the joyful Matthew with the pensive, reflective Matthew. 
The boy within the man never ceases to be suppressed by 
the pain of maturity. The child feels that he is a part 
of all the things that he perceives and therefore lives 
with nature's natural laws. "The union of a vital power 
of joy with full consciousness is a condition of Matthew's 
'goodness.' It is also a union for which there is a price 
to pay, for to be fully conscious and fully alive is to be 
23xbid. 
24 Ibid . 
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2 5 exposed to pain." According to Wordsworth, this is a 
main ingredient or characteristic of the mature adult 
which was mentioned earlier. This is a fact of life shared 
by all human beings. Matthew symbolized a man who endured 
and maintained a balanced equilibrium of joy and pain 
necessary to survive in an evidently chaotic and often 
evil world. Wordsworth saw this special characteristic 
in the man and celebrated his rare trait. As a child, 
Wordsworth could sense this feature emanating from the 
school-master, and thirteen years later he proceeded to 
compose these thoughts which will live on throughout time. 
Lastly, however, the poet rescues Matthew from his melan¬ 
choly and highlights his rare quality — the child within 
the man. 
—Thou soul of God's best earthly mould 1 
Thou happy Soul! and can it be 
That these two words of glitter ing gold 
Are all that must remain of thee? (11. 29-32) 
Therefore, for Wordsworth, Matthew, "God's best earthly 
mould," represents the truth behind the mystery of age. 
One cannot find a happy existence; it must come from with¬ 
in, where God abides. "The soul is from an 'earthly 
mould,' and the answer to the question seems to be that 
it is dissolved with the dissolution of the body. What 
25 
Ibid . , p. 47 . 
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remains of Matthew is that he has become for Wordsworth a 
model, or poetic idea of the 'happy soul.'"26 Thus Words¬ 
worth's message to mankind: he who retains the child within 
him has found a source of truth; the child possesses a 
happy nature and experiences this joy in the gift of life 
itself . 
In one respect, therefore, Wordsworth has 
now made his peace with the Coleridgean 
universe of life. Matthew's gaiety pro¬ 
vides an acknowledgement that knowledge 
of mortality need not utterly quell the 
fountain for genial spirits which is 
childhood's most valuable and essential 
resource. Once fully cultivated, rather, 
it will survive irresistibly into old age— 
even if, in the face of certain sorts of 
loss, its articulations will always sound 
like the accents of madness. 7 
Age, in this poem, does not diminish or suppress the energe¬ 
tic spirit of the man. According to William Wordsworth, 
Matthew is the very antithesis of conventional adults con¬ 
forming wholeheartedly to the ways of the world. This poem 
by Wordsworth indeed embraces the rare qualities not possessed 
by the mature adult who has been shaped and groomed by the 
world or his immediate environment. 
26Ibid. 
27Beer, Wordsworth In Tune, p. 98. 
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Age takes things away, but the worst 
is what age leaves behind, leaves, that 
is, as a kind of deposit in the personality. 
The movement away from childhood, through 
maturity, to old age is not a thing necessari¬ 
ly regrettable. In the last phase there should 
be an increment of 'gifts reserved for age.' 
But unfortunately this is not so. Age does 
not bring rest, or fulfillment, or cessation. 
Age therefore can neither want its boyhood 
or earlier manhood back nor be content within 
itself. In wisdom one can neither wish the 
journey to stop short of its end nor wish 
to repeat it, nor take satisfaction in the 
end achieved. Matthew points out the con¬ 
trast in this respect.28 
Moreover, according to Wordsworth, Matthew represents the 
best hope of humanity; we must retain the goodness that 
was a part of our early life. 
In "There Was A Boy" and "Matthew" the child of the 
earth is reunited with the Father of nature. Both lives 
presented here were Wordsworth's ideal proponents of 
truth, living and loving the life that was given to them 
by God. 
9 Q John Danby, The Simple Wordsworth: Studies in the 




To Wordsworth, the child has within himself the fruits 
of truth revealed in his perception of life through the eyes 
of innocence. Wordsworth felt that the child could indeed 
teach man to become closer, spiritually, to the Supreme 
Being. This was clearly evidenced in the selection of 
Wordsworth's poems presented in this thesis. These poems 
showed Wordsworth's love for the child and the poet's 
sensitive, yet perceptive, insight into human nature. 
Wordsworth sensed and perceived that the child sees life 
as a journey and a discovery, a journey through creation 
and its beauty, and the discovery of God's love while 
experiencing this journey. Nature is presented here as 
an extension or manifestation of the Divine. The miracu¬ 
lous wonder of creation delights the child with its all- 
encompassing intricacy and mystery. Each day is a new 
and exciting experience. However, Wordsworth realized 
that the child would not always possess this enthusiasm 
as time goes by. 
Wordsworth lamented the fact that the vision splendid 
of childhood would be lost forever in adulthood, only to 
be compensated for by the "Philosophic Mind," which in turn 
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grants the mature adult a balanced spiritual and religious 
faith. "My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold" pointed out that 
to Wordsworth life would be wasted if he could not possess 
the excitement and wonder of observing the beauty of a 
colorful rainbow. More importantly, he places the "Philoso¬ 
phic Mind" above this "fleeting" vision in the "Ode: Inti¬ 
mations of Immortality From Recollections of Early Child¬ 
hood" because, again, the "Philosophic mind" gives him 
the security of knowing that with age also comes wisdom 
and understanding. Nevertheless, he celebrates the child's 
special relationship with God because of its recent separation 
from heaven. In "It Is A Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free" 
Wordsworth praises both the miracle of creation and the 
special nature of the child — "God being with thee when we 
know it not." (1. 14) The poems "Tintern Abbey" and "Guilt 
and Sorrow" continued Wordsworth's celebration of nature in 
relation to the child's vision splendid and the glory and 
joy that should be treasured in childhood. 
Wordsworth also examined a child's judgment contrasted 
to an adult's insistence on reasoning. First, in "Anecdote 
For Fathers" the boy chose to live at Kilve because there 
was no weather-cock at Kilve, rather than to live at Liswyn 
farm. The poet was astounded by the boy's spontaneous 
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answer. The child saw that the natural order of the 
landscape was "spotted" with an artificial object. 
Thus, Wordsworth had learned that the adult must recognize 
the child's feelings regarding life. Wordsworth implied 
that the natural order is shaped and molded by God and man 
not reorganize this order by artificial means. "We Are 
Seven" reveals an even closer observation of childhood 
perception. Here, the little girl refuses the adult's 
insistence that her brother and sister are dead, based 
on logical reasoning. The girl relies on her intuitive 
feelings to be the judge as to whether her loved ones are 
actually dead absolutely. She comes to the conclusion 
that they are very much alive. They live with her in a 
spiritual union that can never die. Again, Wordsworth can 
faithfully reveal about the child: "Could I but teach the 
hundreth part/Of what from thee I learn." (Anecdote For 
Fathers, 11. 59-60) 
Wordsworth also depicted the child as a living mani¬ 
festation of God's love. in "Her Eyes Are Wild" the "mad 
mother" can face the agonies of life with a renewed and 
rejuvenated spirit, a spirit that has been touched with 
the power of love, received from her child. Thus, the 
13 9 
mother's primary source of joy comes from her child, as 
is evidenced in the following lines: "A fire was once 
within my brain..../ I waked, and saw my little boy..../Oh 
joy for me that sight to see." (11. 21, 27, 29). The poems 
"To H. C., Six Years Old" and "Characteristics of a Child 
Three Years Old" were further examples which the poet used 
to show the joy an adult can find in a child. In observing 
Samuel Coleridge's son Hartley at play, Wordsworth is de¬ 
lighted by the boy's enthusiasm for life. But the poet is 
also mindful of the possible problems that life may have in 
store for him. Yet he marvels at the boy's present, ener¬ 
getic life. In "Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old" 
Wordsworth created this poem as a living memorial to his 
daughter Catherine, who died a year after its composition. 
The poet has immortalized his daughter's once energetic 
and happy spirit. His observation of her at play filled 
his heart with an overflowing joy immortalized through the 
art of poetry. Lastly "There Was A Boy" is in essence a 
personal account of Wordsworth as a boy experiencing the 
sights and sounds of his environment. However, the 
character presented in this poem dies . Wordsworth depicted 
his death as a reunion with nature and its cycle of renewal. 
Thus, the child symbolized man's search for knowledge (truth) 
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to be found in nature and in the "silence" of death. 
Wordsworth portrayed the character in "Matthew" as 
nature's "favourite child." Matthew is able to retain 
his child-like joy in adulthood. Thus, to Wordsworth his 
life represented hope for humanity: life is a gift that 
should be appreciated with thanks to the Giver of life. So 
the poet can finally say, as a living memorial to the child 
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